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I argue that community self-determination in South Sudan’s education system has been greatly 
under-estimated, and should be placed at the center of analysis that guides research, policy and 
programming.  To explore this argument, I use the following research question to guide my 
research: How does community self-determination manifest in South Sudan, and how is it 
situated within the country’s education and governance system? This is further explored with the 
following sub-questions: 1) How is the term community defined and conceptualized in South 
Sudan?; 2) How are educational needs, roles and responsibilities perceived at different levels of 
governance?; 3) How are South Sudanese institutions, founded and staffed by citizens of the 
country, situated within the education system?; 4) What is the impact of international NGOs and 
donors on the education system at large, and community self-determination specifically? To 
contextualize the study, I analyze the literature available - from academic publications and the 
National Archive of South Sudan - to trace the history of education in South Sudan, from the pre-
colonial period to the present. I seek out examples of community self-determination where 
possible, and read against the grain to re-interpret what has once been labeled deviant, as self-
determination as instead. The third chapter presents the argument for using Subaltern Studies as 
the theoretical framework for this study. I outline the limitations of prevalent frameworks, 
primarily the use of rigid binaries to understand citizens and communities, as well as the 
assumption that communities lack consciousness. Qualitative methods guided this study, 
specifically two interview protocols and field observations. In the first interview protocol, 
community members, intermediaries and members of the national government were recruited to 
answer questions regarding how community is defined, the roles of different stakeholders across 
time, and the distribution of responsibility for providing educational services. The second 




citizens, and asked participants about how their organizations had come to be, their strategies for 
success, as well the challenges that they face. Observations were conducted in select sites, to 
document the National Curriculum Workshop, the state and national ministries of education, as 
well as the cartography of towns. Data collection occurred in five out of ten states in South 
Sudan. The primary data collected was complemented by media reports, archival documents, 
policy and legislative documents, NGO reports and third-party publications that constituted the 
public discourse on the topic. Grounded theory was used to frame data analysis, as there was 
insufficient existing literature on the topic to inform codes/themes. The findings of this study are 
organized into three areas: 1) the tension between articulated needs of citizens and the programs, 
policies and legislation being implemented; 2) examples of community self-determination and 
strategies of success and resilience; 3) documenting and analyzing the presence of neoliberal 
decentralization. The dissertation concludes by proposing a Community Self-Determination 
Framework, as a tool for praxis, which can be used by policy makers, program designers and 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
I first came to learn about southern Sudan1 as an undergraduate student. At the time, the 
headlines in the media were dominated by the conflict with northern Sudan, and not much else 
was known in the international discourse about the country. Alongside the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Sudan was often cited as having been embroiled in civil war for decades. In fact, the 
southern rebellion had begun in 1955, one year before independence from the British 
independence was obtained (Collins, 2008). By the time I made it to graduate school, however, 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement had been signed in 2005, and South Sudan was on its path 
to independence.  
In 2008, I traveled to the town of Kakuma in northern Kenya, which hosted a refugee 
camp where many South Sudanese refugees resided, some of whom had been there for almost 
two decades. As I walked around the camp it was difficult to miss the entrepreneurship and 
creativity of the refugees – services and goods, such as internet cafes, second hand clothing, and 
currency exchange, were all available in the camp in the informal economy that had sprouted 
there. Kenyan citizens living in Kakuma were not able to access these goods and services in their 
own town, and had to travel to the camp in order to purchase them. When I met with South 
Sudanese refugees in the camp, the referendum for independence was still years away, and 
refugees fleeing conflict were still arriving in the camp. However, the United Nations had started 
its returnee programs, and billboards around the camp encouraged South Sudanese to return 
home to help rebuild their country and vote in the referendum. When I met with South Sudanese 
youth in the camp, they shared the rich histories of their homes and people, as well as their desire 
                                                          





to pursue further educational opportunities. The youth also noted that they rarely had 
opportunities to speak about their educational experiences and needs.  
Research Problem 
As I completed my coursework for my PhD program, I spent a considerable amount of 
time searching for literature on education in South Sudan. With no South Sudanese scholars at 
my university, I resorted to online search engines and journal databases. Historian Robert Collins 
(1983) provided an overview of the colonial education system in his book, Shadows in the Grass, 
but this focused more so on colonial policy rather than the agency and experiences of southern 
Sudanese. The remaining publications that I found were often funded and produced by donors 
and international NGOs, which provided mostly descriptive information and used a deficiency 
model to focus on the gaps and challenges found in South Sudan’s educational sector.  
There was one exception amongst the NGO literature - I came across an article written by 
Luka Biong Deng (2006), a South Sudanese scholar, for UNESCO’s Education for All (EFA) 
program. In recounting the country’s educational history, the article stated, 
most primary schools opened across southern Sudan were initiated, managed and 
maintained by the local communities. The key role played by the local communities in 
the education system in southern Sudan indicates their positive attitude towards 
education. The long history of deprivation and denial of accessing basic services 
particularly education lends southern Sudan to be described as ‘a nation thirsty for 
education and learning’. The education baseline survey report clearly shows that almost 
every primary school in southern Sudan has a community or parents’ group involved in 
its management. Besides building schools, the local communities maintain these schools, 




responsibilities undertaking by the communities to ensure education for their children 
show that they are extremely overwhelmed as they are equally pressed by other survival 
and livelihood priorities that might not make their support to education tenable and 
sustainable. (p.11) 
It was the first and only publication I encountered that even mentioned the contributions that 
South Sudanese communities had made to education in their country. From the perspective of a 
researcher, I felt that I had been deprived of knowledge that was essential to really being able to 
understand the topic I had selected, and which would have been critical in being able to design a 
relevant and responsive study. Given that much of the research that I had found was produced by 
NGOs and donors, it was also concerning that this history had never been acknowledged in the 
literature I examined. With these limitations, not only is the work that we produce faulty, but we 
also carry the risk of perpetuating and institutionalizing discriminatory and uninformed ideas 
about South Sudanese citizens. Without a more holistic and accurate representation of the past 
and present, any research that aimed to design new programs and policies for the future would be 
inherently flawed. 
Dr. Deng (2006) wrote about the contributions of communities in a historical context, and 
I struggled to find additional information about this phenomenon, especially within a 
contemporary context. At a time when researchers were seeking to understand the many new 
policies and institutions that were being created in the world’s newest country, I saw the need to 
make a more concerted effort to honor what was already there – the resilience and contributions 
of South Sudanese citizens, particularly when it came to educating their children. To address this 
void in the literature, I decided to conduct my dissertation on community self-determination in 




meet their own needs, and thus exercise some determination over how their community is 
governed and developed. 
The Creation of a State 
The evolution of South Sudan’s education system is situated within the larger narrative of 
the creation of the state. The collation of extensive migration dating to the pre-colonial era, a 
multitude of ethnic groups, conflict, and achieving independence (twice) has created a complex 
and dynamic path to state formation. 
The borders of South Sudan as we know them today found its roots under Turkish rule in 
the 1800s, and were further solidified during the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium of the colonial 
era who organized the region into the three historical provinces of the Greater Upper Nile, 
Equatoria, and Bahr el-Ghazal. However, even today the borders of South Sudan remain porous 
with extensive migration for trade, and to pursue educational and economic opportunities, as 
well as forced migration due to conflict and food insecurity. Furthermore, a number of 
communities continue to straddle international borders.  
Under colonial rule, governance systems were determined and implemented by British 
administrators who maintained a Native Administration approach to governing South Sudan. 
Prior to independence in 1956, meetings to determine what how post-colonial state and 
government would be structured significantly marginalized the southern Sudanese who felt that 
their needs and rights were not being addressed, and they were being pushed to the peripheries of 
power over resources and power.  
As a result of these grievances, conflict broke out between north and South Sudan in 
1955, a year before independence. Sparked by the Torit Mutiny, the rebellion opposed the 




Anyanya I, lasted from 1955 until the signing of the Addis Ababa agreement in 1972. The peace 
agreement was reached under the presidency of Gaafar Nimeiry, who promised southern 
Sudanese a more equitable distribution of resources and greater autonomy in governance. 
However, Nimeiry reversed his approach when Sharia law was implemented instead in 1983 and 
inequitable policies were reinstated. This set the foundation was set for Anyanya II which lasted 
from 1983 until the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2005 (Collins, 2008). It is 
notable that secession was not always a demand of the southern people – earlier discussions 
around peace agreements included a proposal titled the New Sudan Framework, by leader Dr. 
John Garang. In this new framework. Dr. Garang outlined his vision for a new approach to 
governance in Sudan, which would cultivate peace in such a way that incorporated both the 
northern and southern regions (Zambakari, 2013). Furthermore, as scholar Mahmood Mamdani 
(2011) notes, at its inception, “The SPLA was a project to reform the state, not to create a new 
state” (p.9).  However, a referendum for independence became a key component for the peace 
agreement signed in 2005 when it became clear that the rights and needs of the southern 
Sudanese people were not being adequately considered by the Khartoum government. The 
signing of the peace agreement was also encouraged by the international community in a post-
9/11 era, particularly the United States, as unstable Islamic states were seen as a threat to global 
security (Mamdani, 2011).  
The second civil war initiated the roots of NGO involvement in humanitarian aid in South 
Sudan as we know it today. At the time, most NGO programs for southern Sudan maintained 
field offices in Nairobi and Lokichoggio (at the northern border of Kenya shared with South 
Sudan). Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS) was created as an umbrella platform to coordinate the 




agencies and NGOs (Minnear, 1991). Because the government infrastructure and services in 
South Sudan were so scarce in South Sudan at the time, OLS was perceived by some to perform 
as a “defacto government”. South Sudanese scholar Luka Biong Deng notes this in his writings 
where he states that, 
 The huge amounts of humanitarian assistance it provides and coupled with the weak 
SPLM local civil administration, OLS became within a short period of time the de facto 
government in the SPLM-controlled areas in the south as it assumed the traditional role 
of government in providing social services…The end result is that the indigenous and 
local structures in the south have been supplanted by an exclusive parallel and 
unaccountable system established by the international agencies. (Deng, 2006, pg.7). 
The distribution of aid through OLS required that UN agencies coordinate both with the 
Khartoum-based government as well as the SPLA/M, in order to reach communities requiring 
humanitarian assistance. As a result, the aid program also signified the first time in history that 
the UN recognized a non-state actor in this capacity, albeit without formal recognition. This 
engagement with the rebel movement laid the foundation for the SPLA/M to be recognized more 
broadly by the international community, and become the largest stakeholder representing 
southern Sudan in subsequent peace talks. 
Today, the “state” of South Sudan remains in flux, with multiple groups competing for 
power. At the time of independence in 2011 the country was composed of ten states, which were 
further broken down into counties, districts (payams) and villages (bomas). However, 
presidential decrees since then have established the creation of additional states in the country. In 
2015 the number was increased to 28 states, and at the present there are a total of 32 states in 




these new states, the constitutionality of these decrees is contested by other stakeholders. The 
tension surround this issue is further exacerbated by the fact that South Sudan is still depending 
on a transitional constitution that does not adequately provide guidelines for the unique 
challenges that the country faces.  
At the national level, the President is supported in his leadership by the First Vice-
President and the Vice-President. The former position was created as a condition in the peace 
agreement reached in 2015. This executive body is then supported by a cabinet of ministers that 
leader the country’s 29 national ministries, which in turn have their equivalent counterparts at the 
state level. The National Legislative Assembly (NLA) of South Sudan and the Council of States 
constitute the legislative branch of the country’s government. The judiciary branch is made up of 
the Supreme Court, Courts of Appeal, High Courts and County Courts. Additionally, local courts 
at the community level continue to function in South Sudan. 
The extensive social programming in South Sudan would ideally require detailed and 
comprehensive data on the country’s population to inform the design of programs and policies. 
However, there are currently no accurate figures on the country’s population with an arguable 
valid methodology. The last comprehensive census was conducted in 2010 by the Republic of 
Sudan in preparation for the referendum of independence. However, the results of this census 
was greatly contested by southern Sudan which alleged the number of citizens in the region were 
under-estimated to favor the potential results of the referendum in the interest of the Khartoum 
government. As a result, the region conducted the Southern Sudan Household Survey in 2010. 
However, there are still limitations in using this data today – the population has changed 
significantly since 2010, due to returning refugees, and the creation of new refugees from more 




citizens may distrust data collection by governments and do not participate in surveys; it is 
uncertain if all births and deaths are officially recorded due to weak bureaucratic institutions and 
a lack of access to healthcare; and insufficient resources, personnel, and institutions to carry out 
a household survey of the entire country. No national census has been conducted in the last 
decade. As a result, it is difficult to determine and describe exactly who and what constitutes the 
state in the case of South Sudan. 
In addition to the census, a country’s constitution plays a critical role in establishing a 
nation-state and framing its structure. After the signing of the peace agreement in 2005, the CPA 
agreement guided the steps needed to prepare for the referendum on independence in 2011, and 
also sought increasing political autonomy for southern Sudan. However, as post-independence 
events revealed, these steps were insufficient for setting up a comprehensive national 
government structure with the necessary bureaucratic institutions and regulations, as well as 
skilled civil servants, to support a new nation that had only ever known minimal involvement 
from a state structure. Leading up to independence in July of 2011, the Transitional Constitution 
of South Sudan was created until a more permanent one could be formed. However, attempts to 
resolve the constitutional crisis have been thwarted by on-going insecurity and outbreaks of 
conflict, as well as a lack of a comprehensive and inclusive process to moving forward that 
effectively addresses the many grievances of citizens and different military. As a result, almost 
seven years after independence, South Sudan still relies on a constitutional framework that many 
of its citizens feel is inadequate and does not protect or represent their needs.  
In addition to the conflict with the Khartoum government in the north, Anyanya I and II 
were plagued by fighting, fragmentation and changing alliances between the multitudes of rebel 




1983, during the second civil war, under the leadership of Dr. John Garang. Although many 
accounts of the country’s history homogenize the history of the movement under the SPLM/A, it 
is important to consider the underlying tensions between these groups over power and resources. 
Because these issues were not addressed prior to independence, different factions vying for 
power and resources that are inequitably distributed continues to create insecurity across the 
country, whether it is between the President and the former Vice-President, or localized disputes.  
During my fieldwork in South Sudan, which over-lapped with the 2014-15 fiscal year, 
the national budget was approved for a total of 10.8 billion SSP – of which the security sector 
accounted for 36.6% of allocated funds, and the education sector for 5.6% of allocated funds 
(“Approved Budget Tables”, 2014). For this fiscal period, it was estimated that South Sudan 
received over $2 billion USD in aid (approximately 6-8 billion SSP) (p.5), with the majority of 
these funds being dispersed in the form of grants, and from the United States. This budget 
reflects the aftermath of the outbreak of conflict in December 2013, in which development 
funding dipped during 2014, as resources from the international community were reverted to 
humanitarian needs instead. The majority of aid during this period was directed towards 
healthcare costs (35%), as well as infrastructure (14%), followed by the education sector (12%). 
For the same fiscal period, 2014-2015, the government’s Annual Aid Report (2016) noted 
that out of the four institutional mechanisms it had established to coordinate and regulate aid, 
none were being thoroughly used. Furthermore, performance on benchmarks for aid delivery was 
dismal; “there is no functional formal process of alignment” (p.15) between aid the government 
policies and budget, joint programs between the government and aid programs were not 
implemented, and the “government is involved in the delivery of comparatively few projects. 




Three years later, with an on-going civil war, the national budget for the most recent 
fiscal year, 2017-2018, less grants and loans, was approximately 33.5 billion SSP (“Approved 
Budget Tables”, 2017). Of this, education accounts for only 4% of the budget in comparison to 
security which constitutes 33% of the budget (p.xii). The disparity between revenue and budget 
allocation is approximately SSP 3.4 billion for 2017-18. However, this contrasts significantly 
with the 2016-2017 budget which totaled 33.4 billion, almost double of total revenues accounted 
for from oil, donors, income tax and other sources, which totaled 18.5 billion.  
The current financial situation in South Sudan is such that it has created an “extremely 
difficult macroeconomic environment and hugely diminished Government spending power, 
which for 2017/18 in USD terms is projected at around 2% - around one-fiftieth - of what it was 
in 2011/12” (“Approved Budget Tables”, 2017, p.iv). It is estimated that donors will provide 
over $200,000,000 to support the national budget this fiscal year, with more than 20% of this 
going to support education. However, it is unclear exactly what the extent of donor and NGO 
contributions (including funds to support their own staff and operations) are outside of the 
national budget, as this is not comprehensively documented publicly. 
In addition to inflation, which primarily impacts middle and working class citizens, 
corruption has siphoned much of the oil revenue that the country has received to support its 
national budget since independence. As a result, many of the allocations listed in the national 
budget go unfulfilled, including the salaries of civil servants that are responsible for the 
country’s public services and institutions. Just a year after independence, President Kiir publicly 
stated that government officials had stolen approximately $4 billion of the country’s money 
(Holland, 2012), at a time when the new nation was still building its national infrastructure and 




International ranks South Sudan 179 out of 180 countries (“South Sudan”. 2017), alongside Syria 
and Somalia, and notes that “countries with the least protection for press and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) also tend to have the worst rates of corruption” (“Corrupt Perceptions 
Index”, 2017). In 2016, The Sentry (2016) released a new report that tracked the corruption and 
amassed wealth of the country’s top political and military leaders. The report notes that the 
siphoning of funds actually began in 2005, when private investors and NGOs began to enter the 
country as a greater rate to help prepare for independence. As a time when almost half of the 
country’s population faced food insecurity, The Sentry’s report documented lavish spending on 
homes in other countries, as well as nepotism in contracts awarded in the provided sector, 
particularly in relation to the extraction of oil which serves as the country’s greatest natural 
resource. 
Citizen engagement with the state in South Sudan is complicated and diverse. Power and 
resources are concentrated in Juba, and among particular elites in the country. This contrasts with 
the decentralized approach to governance that was outlined in the transitional constitution. It also 
goes against the will of the people who had hoped that the liberation movement would culminate 
in greater equity and distribution of wealth. This subsequently feeds into tensions amongst 
smaller militias and rebel factions that still feel their needs are not being met in the post-
independence era, thus fueling insecurity across South Sudan. Furthermore, elections are a 
critical tool for citizens to engage with and shape the government that serves them. However, 
elections have not been held since independence. They were postponed due to insecurity 
following the 2013 outbreak of conflict, and there is currently no firm plan to hold elections in 
the near future. The lack of citizens’ ability to express their desires to the state through elections 




have been frequently shut down, and South Sudan remains one of the least safe countries in the 
world for journalists to work in. The uncertainty and dynamism surrounding the creation of the 
state, and its relationship to citizens, is compounded by the fact that the institutions responsible 
for providing the majority of development and humanitarian services in the country, the 
government and NGOs, are plagued by high turn-over amongst personnel. This occurs at both 
the leadership/senior management and local level, and has implications for building institutions 
and implementing long-term policies. 
Research Questions 
In essence, through this dissertation I argue that community self-determination in South 
Sudan’s education system has been greatly under-estimated, and should be placed at the center of 
analysis that guides research, policy and programming.  
To explore this argument, I use the following research question to guide my research: 
How does community self-determination manifest in South Sudan, and how is it situated within 
the country’s education and governance system? 
This research question is explored with the following sub-questions:  
1) How is the term community defined and conceptualized in South Sudan?  
2) How are educational needs, roles and responsibilities perceived at different levels of 
governance?  
3) How are South Sudanese institutions, founded and staffed by citizens of the country, situated 
within the education system? 
4) What is the impact of international NGOs and donors on the education system at large, and 





This dissertation is organized in such a way that it mirrors my learning trajectory when 
conducting this project. I begin with the literature review, which seeks to outline the existing 
literature that I encountered at the beginning of the project, and highlights voids in the 
knowledge to provide some context to the design and purpose of this study. I also present the 
educational history of South Sudan, to provide the reader with an adequate context to the 
findings that emerge at the latter end of this document. 
The third chapter presents my exploration of Subaltern Studies as a theoretical 
framework, and builds on a foundation of post-colonial theory and Marxist though. I present the 
strengths of existing frameworks and the contributions that they make to this study, and also 
acknowledge the many limitations that I face with these frameworks, particularly when trying to 
apply them to South Sudan. Specifically, I expand on the need to break away from rigid binaries 
used to describe power relationships and identities, and advocate for the subaltern to be viewed 
as entities that possess agency and the ability to exercise self-determination. The chapter also 
highlights why Subaltern Studies is a good fit for this project, due to the flexibility and 
responsiveness that it allows researchers. It is also forgiving of the learning experiences of 
researchers while conducting research, and allows us to consider such instances as a part of the 
investigative process.  
In the results chapter, the findings of this study are split into three parts: In part one, I 
present my lessons from the field, and begin with a discussion of the complexity of defining 
“community” in South Sudan. I then delve into what the data revealed about how people 
perceive the responsibility for education is distributed, and the tension that exists between the 




the second part of this chapter, I introduce concrete illustrations of community self-determination 
that I was able to document, and provide a discussion of why these organizations were started, 
and the strategies that community members implement to ensure their success despite 
challenging circumstances. Lastly, I bring these findings into conversation with the emerging 
body of work on neoliberal decentralization. This illustrates how the phenomenon of community 
self-determination in South Sudan, which has emerged organically from citizens, is at risk of 
being coopted and interrupted by international donors and NGOs. 
To conclude, I provide my final contribution to the discourse by presenting the 





Chapter 2: Education in South Sudan 
Literature on South Sudan within academia has been limited for the most part, in terms of 
both quantity and scope, especially in relation to the country’s history of education. Much of the 
publications available are created by foreign NGOs and inter-governmental organizations (such 
as United Nations agencies and the World Bank), to highlight their own programming and 
activities. The contemporary academic research available is also sponsored and produced by 
NGOs – these publications often do not examine the historical context of education specifically, 
but rather begin with the end of the civil wars in 2005 or even independence from the Republic 
of Sudan in 2011. To further exacerbate our limited understandings of the history of education in 
South Sudan, the national archives are both under-utilized and under-resourced. This highlights 
the significance of conducting research on topics such as the one presented in this dissertation, 
inclusive of historical dynamics, and identifying areas for further exploration. 
To fully understand how community self-determination manifests within South Sudan’s 
education system, the temporal dynamics of political and educational contexts provide a 
mechanism for tracing this phenomenon throughout history. The following sections examine the 
country’s education system in key phases of South Sudan’s history, beginning with the pre-
colonial era and ending with the present day. 
Pre-colonial Era 
The pre-colonial era of South Sudan is largely unrecorded in written documents, and 
what is available is limited to written documents of early missionaries, anthropologists and 
explorers. The documents are often difficult to access, are not made publicly available, and often 
begin their texts with the advent of colonialism. The lack of written documents, and research into 
cultural practices and social structures, indicate that much of the information from the pre-




histories (Beswick, 2004), rather than through formal educational institutions and written means 
as observed today. In fact, it is oral historiography that scholars turn to when wanting to capture 
the pre-colonial era of South Sudan in their own work. Stephanie Beswick’s (2004) manuscript, 
Sudan’s Blood Memory: The Legacy of War, Ethnicity, and Slavery in South Sudan, draws upon 
this method of data collection to capture histories of migration and culture. In her preface she 
writes that her book contributes to approaches of “various possible methods of recovering the 
history of stateless precolonial African societies” (p.xiii). For the topic of her book this was a 
particularly apt approach as “Many societies…possess oral histories that reach back many 
generations. Those that are stateless and fall into the lineage category of society possess even 
longer memories, particularly for ways and events of great trauma” (p.1). In South Sudan this is 
especially important to acknowledge as, “its inhabitants, who have primarily been stateless, have 
been deemed to be a people without history” (p.1).  
Prior to colonization, South Sudan was similar to most former colonies in that it did not 
practice the western forms of nation-state governance, but was constituted of various 
‘kingdoms.’ The region was interposed with land that did not formally belong to anyone, but was 
utilized by nomadic groups as needed. Over time, certain South Sudanese ethnic groups and their 
clans gradually migrated southwards from present day Egypt to their present location as a result 
of drought, famine and slave raids (Beswick, 2004). This migration pattern was compounded by 
sections of groups that originated in southern Sudan, such as the Shilluk, that migrated 
northwards to present day Sudan (Mamdani, 2011). 
Historical texts that examined the pre-colonial era of South Sudanese history express 
great skepticism of the level of development in the pre-colonial era. In A History of the Southern 




The people of the southern Sudan…in no way had they shared in the life and thought of 
the north from which they were separated by centuries of development…Their scanty 
technological equipment, their complete illiteracy, their ignorance of commerce, their 
minute social horizons, and their lack of any broad political allegiance were decisive 
disadvantages…the peoples of southern Sudan had gained no benefit from their 
proximity to centres of great cultural importance. (p.8-9) 
Gray’s brief discussion of pre-colonial southern Sudan, compared to its northern counterparts, 
primarily focuses on livelihoods, migration patterns, and social organization – the production and 
transmission of knowledge, which plays a critical role in sustaining ethnic groups, is glaringly 
missing. The author assumes that there is no worthy knowledge to transfer. 
While formal educational institutions (as we label them today) may not have existed at 
the time, there were structured means of transferring knowledge inter-generationally embedded 
in the practices of each ethnic group, that served as the form of education in Southern Sudan 
during the pre-colonial era. These practices evolved within each community, as they usually do, 
to preserve knowledge and history, and to ensure that these memories are transferred to 
successive generations. 
While I struggled to find adequate and readily available written documentation on pre-
colonial education in South Sudan, my interviews during data collection revealed snippets of 
information on this time period. For example, what would now be labeled as “informal 
education” was often seen as mainstream form of education at the time, and was the 
responsibility of parents and other community members to teach members of a community 
cultural practices, communication skills such as how to greet others, and livelihoods that 




groups in a separate research project, it was documented that in many ethnic groups, chiefs and 
other leadership within communities often took on the role as bearers of knowledge for their 
clans and ethnic groups, and were responsible for ensuring that it was passed to successive 
generations of leadership. This form of education and preservation of knowledge endures in 
South Sudan today, but may be impacted by forced displacement which fragments communities. 
Colonial Era (1899-1956) 
The first colonizer of the region of southern Sudan was the Turkish Ottoman Empire, 
from 1820-1855, who were responsible for initiating the borders of South Sudan as we know 
them today. The subsequent colonizing power was the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium that 
governed North and South Sudan as two separate regions from 1899, until independence in 1956. 
During this time period, South Sudan was initially excluded from development initiatives for the 
most part as it was not thought to provide much wealth or power to the Condominium 
administrators. In line with the British Empire’s “native administration” policy, the South was 
maintained as a colony at little cost to the Empire by utilizing low-level indigenous leaders to 
implement governance at the local level. When British administrators finally decided that it was 
in the best interest of the Southern Sudanese to receive an education, they began to explore the 
possibility of allocating increased funding to missionaries to provide more substantial 
educational services at minimal cost to the Empire. Colonial administrators were opposed to 
extending the educational infrastructure in the North down to southern South as they believed 
that as Christians they had an obligation to protect the Southern region from Arabization. The 
Empire’s colonizing campaigns were founded on “Christian” principles, and the administrators 
felt that this gave them the responsibility of preventing the Islamic religion, as well as Arab 
culture and language, from spreading to the south. Missionaries from Europe and the United 




was restricted to Bible Studies. In these missionary schools, literacy was defined as being able to 
read the religious text, which limited the socio-economic mobility of South Sudanese as they 
lacked the functional and professional literacy skills needed to obtain employment within the 
colonial administration. The colonial rulers believed they had no use for an educated indigenous 
population, and so foreign missionaries were permitted to restrict access to education in this way 
to serve their own purposes. Furthermore, the British government was providing minimal, if any, 
funding or resources for the schools, they had inherently restricted their own ability to hold the 
missionaries accountable for the quality and standards of education provided. Educational funds 
were allocated exclusively for North Sudan at the time, and so there was no mechanism or 
incentive to provide to the missionaries to increase the quality of education in their schools. 
Eventually, however, the British administrators decided to train a select number of Southern 
Sudanese people for low-level administrative positions that would require education beyond 
Bible Studies.  
In 1926 a small amount of money was made available to colonial administrators to 
increase the number of schools in southern Sudan. Unfortunately some projects failed 
completely, while others were implemented half-heartedly. This meant that there was still a low 
number of graduates in South Sudan, and most of these students were not adequately trained to 
be employed in administrative positions (Collins, 1983). At the Rejaf Language Conference in 
1928 it was decided that English would be the official language of the South, and six indigenous 
languages were also acknowledged. The Arabic language was not recognized at the time (de 
Chand, 1995). Time soon ran out for creating a strong educational infrastructure in South Sudan, 
as the British were beginning to relinquish their hold on colonies across the globe. As 




towards instituting the Arabic language in educational institutions. Schools were instructed to 
begin teaching Arabic, with British administrators proclaiming that it was in the best interest of 
the southern Sudanese people to learn the language so that they could be integrated into the 
Republic of Sudan upon independence. However, many missionaries were from Italy and had 
already struggled to teach English. The mandate to teach Arabic was even less likely to be 
implemented effectively as there was insufficient funding, and a lack of adequately trained 
teachers in the South (Collins, 1983). 
Condominium policies. The Anglo-Egypt condominium was arranged in such a way that 
it contributed to the north-south divide in governance and development within Sudan. While 
Egypt was able to contribute funds to developing an education system and infrastructure in the 
northern region of Sudan, the British Empire attributed minimal funds to the southern region, and 
largely left the implementation of educational institutions to missionary organizations. This 
meant that the curriculum and definitions of educational attainment were also determined by 
missionary organizations, who often perceived literacy to be the ability to read the Bible 
(Collins, 1983). This not only inhibited access to formal education but also limited the ability of 
Southern Sudanese to integrate into colonial administrative employment structures as they were 
not deemed competent enough.  
No comprehensive education policy was evident during the colonial period, and colonial 
administrators across the country noted in their correspondence that education was not 
compulsory for the southern Sudanese people across the country. However, in the years prior to 
independence it was mandated that it be provided for free, and fees could be mandated of parents 
and local communities, particularly to fund the construction and maintenance of school buildings 




While few detailed analyses have been conducted on colonial education in southern 
Sudan, Robert O. Collins’ (1983) text, Shadows in the Grass: Britain in the Southern Sudan 
1918 – 1956, closely examined colonial documents pertaining to this aspect of governance. He 
notes that several documents and articles of correspondence written by colonial administrators 
included statements such as: 
No one…worried very much about education in the Southern Sudan…To them education 
meant the Western concept of literacy in the language of government, not the education 
customary and required by the African societies in the Southern Sudan…the rulers were 
much too busy establishing and securing their authority to inaugurate schemes of 
education. Money, what little was available …was required to conquer peoples, not to 
liberate their minds…limited numbers of literate southerners could be produced by the 
Christian missionaries anxious to teach English in order to facilitate the spread of the 
Word of God. (p.198) 
This passage succinctly summarizes the perception and attitude that British rulers had towards 
southern Sudan and its people. Largely apathetic and condescending, the British believed that 
there was no incentive for investing in, or developing South Sudan, as they were believed to lack 
the capacity or will to become educated and skilled in order to develop and lead their own 
country. It also displays the intentional lack of policies, programs and investments in South 
Sudan to develop the country, and the restrictions placed on the southern Sudanese people to 
exercise self-determination in the manner that their communities developed, both historically and 
contemporarily. Furthermore, the minimal educational infrastructure that did exist aligned more 
so with the Empire’s religious agenda, rather than the wants and needs of the people. This was 




“community does not show an enthusiasm for education…there were instances in which the local 
group stood against the education of their own children…because they feared the breaking down 
of their social system” (Travelling Educationalist, 1951). Education here, as noted by Collins 
(1983) earlier, was seen from a Western and imperial perspective. The author makes it unclear in 
this passage if what was being opposed by the South Sudanese people was education in and of 
itself, or the imposition of Western institutions and forms of education. The views of the 
subaltern presented in these texts are documented from the biased perspective of the colonizer, 
which assumed they did not value education. 
In conjunction with the agenda of native administration, the financial support, or perhaps 
rather the lack of it, in southern Sudan’s education system meant that access to education was 
regulated and tightly controlled. This level of control filtered into educational institutions, and 
cracked down on signs of resistance by youth enrolled in schools. The primary example of this 
was the 1951 strike conducted by students at Rumbek Secondary School. The protest occurred in 
response to the poor quality of food and education that they were receiving at the time. As a 
result, notices were sent out to the districts that the youth originated from, informing the relevant 
authorities that they were being sent home as punishment. The student leaders of the protest were 
expelled, while other were suspended. Students that wanted to return to school were required to 
submit their request in writing, pay a fine and were given labor to do as a punishment (Smith, 
1951). Such responses aimed to quash acts of resistance by southern Sudanese youth, and inhibit 
any future protests. It also illustrates the lack of responsive democratic mechanisms within the 
colonial education system for citizens to air grievances and have their needs met. 
Given the financial control and dependency that the southern Sudanese had at the time on 




jobs), the imposition of unaffordable fees, the use of labor, and financial penalties sought to deter 
acts of self-determination through any means. 
Education was emphasized for chiefs and their heirs, as they were attributed with the 
responsibility of collecting taxes from their villagers. They also served as mediators between the 
community and colonial administrators, and therefore required basic literacy and numeracy 
skills. The importance of their education to governance in southern Sudan was evident in 
correspondence sent to all District Commissioners of the southern region (Harwood, 1946):  
It is clearly of paramount importance that the coming generations of chiefs should be 
educated men and that therefore we should take careful steps to see that the sons and 
close relatives of the “ruling families” are sent to school… Local Government in the 
South has hardly yet started. For its installation and development educated personnel are 
vital. Unless the “ruling families” take care to see that their children educated they will 
surely find themselves supplanted in Local Government by educated “upstarts”. In the 
conflict between hereditary tribal authorities and educated citizens the educated must win 
eventually, unless the tribal authorities themselves become educated.  
This correspondence was distributed a decade before independence from the British, and 
highlights the changing dynamics of education and leadership structures within southern Sudan. 
This document also indicates a move towards tightly restricting urbanization and preventing an 
educated mass from emerging, as the colonial administrators note a concern that “tribal” 
leadership would not be able to compete or remain in power if they did not have a basic 
education to maintain their functions and exercise their governance powers. Similar to 
discrepancies in how education is defined as discussed earlier, there appears to be a very specific 




integration to the colonial government at the local level as an absence of local government, and 
situates the chiefs as local leadership and governance for southern Sudanese. It is important to 
recognize that even prior to colonial rule in southern Sudan the ethnic groups/clans had their own 
leadership structures and means of organizing. 
Christian missionaries. The colonial administration in southern Sudan did not become 
involved in the provision of education until 1926, approximately eight years after the entry of 
missionaries into these services. Even after colonial administrators began somewhat regulating 
education curriculum and facilities, missionaries still held significant responsibility for the 
provision of education across the region. Although in the initial stages they often bore the 
financial burden of providing education themselves, the British government eventually began 
providing grants to the missionary societies to support the services and facilities that they were 
responsible for maintaining (Collins, 1983). This was paralleled by an increasing assumption of 
control by governmental authorities in the region (El Khalifa, 1957).  
Although the success of missionaries in their respective communities was contingent 
upon their relationship with local leadership and community members, their presence was not 
always welcomed by the communities in which they operated. As the country drew closer to 
independence, more critical narratives emerged in the colonial documents and called into 
question the intentions of missionaries as well as the quality of educational services they 
provided (Collins, 1983). 
Although the administration of education was in the hands of colonial authorities, the 
manner in which education was implemented was left to the discretion of missionary societies 
(Minutes of Torit Meeting on Setting up an Education Committee, 1943). Missionary societies 




curriculum that was implemented, and the approach that they took to teaching (Collins, 1983). 
This lack of standardization and diffusion of responsibility meant that there were discrepancies 
in the provision of education and quality of services between communities, and also at times 
within a community. 
In 1956, the year of independence from the British Empire, the Students Union of 
Southern Sudan released a statement composed of resolutions. The resolutions noted the 
oppressive nature of missionary education, both in terms of access to education as well as the 
quality of education provided (Students Union of the Southern Sudan, 1956). The students’ 
accounts contrast with the altruistic narrative purported by both colonial administrators and 
missionaries in archival documents regarding their provision of education to colonial subjects. 
The released statement includes references to missionary education such as “[it] only taught us to 
love poverty, to love our enemies (i.e. the British conquerors), taught us to be content with our 
pay, etc…Those who got Mission Education have become imprisoned in mind. Softness, 
permanent dependency, submissiveness and timidity have been indoctrinated in them” 
Subsequent narratives describe the poor treatment of students in mission schools, exploitation for 
labor, as well as poor food provisions. The text also highlights a clear understanding of colonial 
agendas by noting that “They had set up a system of administration to prevent revolts among the 
people”, in which missionary societies and schools were deeply ingrained as “full time agents of 
the Colonial Government” (Students Union of the Southern Sudan, 1956). From the perspective 
of the subaltern, the missionaries and the colonial administrators were a part of the same 
oppressive governance apparatus.  
The restrictive approach of missionaries to education in southern Sudan was also 




the time. As one document noted, post-colonial District Commissioners were concerned with 
correspondence from six bishops of the Roman Catholic Mission stating that they refused to turn 
over the administration of their schools to Sudanese authorities (District Commissioner – Upper 
Nile Province, 1957). This illustrated just how embedded missionaries were in the communities 
that they operated in, including through the educational institutions that remained in place. 
Although in the end even the Sudanese administration paralleled many of the educational and 
political issues observed during the colonial period, the correspondence available at the time 
shows a reluctance on the part of missionaries, following independence, to accommodate for the 
new nation that had been created. 
Community involvement. Colonial rule in southern Sudan, as in much of the British 
Empire, was based on the structure of native administration. At the Education Conference held in 
Juba in 1933, the proceedings of the conference specifically defined the approach as a means to 
(“Records of Proceedings of the Education Conference”, 1933): 
…establish a system of native rule under the guidance and control of European staff; to 
teach the Chief to maintain authority and promote the welfare of his own people; to 
prevent denationalization, detribalization and to allow the unit, i.e. the tribe, to develop 
on indigenous lines…to educate the child races by their own endeavor and in their own 
way and in their own time to raise themselves to a higher place of social organisation. 
Customs and laws which are repugnant to humanity must be abolished or so changed as 
to render them harmless. The native Chiefs are not despots, they are an integral part of 
the machinery of the administration. The Chief’s retention of this position is dependent 




This passage clearly lays out the role of chiefs in southern Sudan, as well as the purpose of 
providing educational services to the people of the region in the first place. It also established a 
clear line between the value and capabilities of the European colonial administrators and their 
southern Sudanese “subjects” The conference proceedings provide documentation of the 
Empire’s tight control over chiefs, the cooperation and subservience of the chiefs was mandated 
in order for them to retain their positions attributed by colonial administrators (Records of 
Proceedings of the Education Conference, 1933). This approach to native administration was 
also discovered in Collins’ (1983) archival analysis: 
Native Administration, with its fundamental principle of involving the ruled as rulers, 
was only a nebulous concept in these years. Large cadres of chiefs and clerks who could 
read and write English were unnecessary and yet were required by administrative 
developments which lay in the future. To be sure, the provincial and district headquarters 
of government demanded a handful of clerical staff which only become partially southern 
after the exclusion of Northern Sudanese by the definition of the Southern Policy in 1930. 
(p. 198) 
The purpose of stratifying southern communities, and the strategic controlling of access to 
education, emerges in Collins’ (1983) research. The discourse on native administration 
specifically does not address how the voices and needs of the southern Sudanese people would 
be taken into account. Colonial correspondence notes that this was not seen as a worthwhile 
endeavor: “The people themselves are the ultimate beneficiaries…No attempt has been made to 
collect their opinions and…it seems unlikely that they can be sufficiently well informed for us to 
be able to give much weight to their views” (Local Government Education Adviser, 1952). Such 




educational policies, the communities of southern Sudan themselves could not be trusted, or 
thought to be qualified, in the eyes of colonial rulers, to make educational decisions in the best 
interest of themselves and their children. 
Foreign missionaries often served as teachers and headmasters in southern Sudanese 
schools during the colonial period (Collins, 1983), but some teachers were also drawn from local 
communities, particularly for schools located in the villages. The perceived advantage of hiring 
southern Sudanese as teachers was noted in the proceedings of the Education Conference of 1933 
in Juba, albeit interposed with prejudiced ideas: “It is hard for the European to remember the 
limited background of knowledge possessed by pupils, to follow his thought process, to know his 
prejudices, to produce apt illustrations and weave the new knowledge into the old” (Hickson, 
1933). The additional advantage noted was that teachers who had received their training and 
education in South Sudanese languages would be in a better position to teach the curriculum in 
vernacular languages. 
Teacher training centers were not established in the southern provinces until the colonial 
government began to intervene in the implementation and provision of educational services in 
1926. This led to the establishment of three different training centers in the provinces that sought 
to train South Sudanese teachers. At the time of independence in 1956, approximately six 
Mission Vernacular Teacher Training Centres were in place. However, in the following year, 
Sudanese educational administrators deemed these centers to be “redundant and should therefore 
be put to other Educational uses” (Arbab, 1957). This reduced the ability of communities to 
produce teachers that were trained in vernacular instruction, and would thereby contribute to 




The implementation of Arabic language instruction in the years leading up to 
independence was a critical policy changes that ultimately had implications for the immediate 
post-colonial era, as well as contemporary education challenges. As the borders of the new 
republic were established to include both the southern and northern regions, it was determined to 
be in the best interest of southern Sudanese citizens to develop Arabic language skills to allow 
them to better integrate into the new country (Collins, 1983 and James, 2008). As colonial era 
correspondence to the Ministry of Education in Juba noted, developing these skills would allow 
southerners to “take their place in the Sudan as a whole…make them better qualified to take up 
positions of responsibility both in the General Administration of the country and in 
commerce…[as they are now] confined…to the much narrower limits of their own homes” 
(Hilbbert, 1949). However, missionaries across the southern region were not versed in the 
necessary instructional language skills to assist in the implementation of the new language policy 
(Collins, 1983). The dissonance between the skills of teachers available, educational policies at 
the time, as well as the needs of the communities being served, inherently impacted the quality of 
services being provided. Not only was the agenda of outsiders being prioritized over the needs of 
South Sudanese communities, but the educational services that had been promised were 
inadequate and of low quality. 
The move to Arabic medium of instruction contrasted with previous educational and 
governance policies which clearly delineated the cultural and language educational practices 
between the northern and southern regions. Prior to this reversal in policy, Arabic and northern 
cultures were seen as a threat to southern cultures (Collins, 1983; James, 2008). As a result, 
colonial administrators saw the implementation of education through missionaries as a means of 




from the British Empire, this reversal in policy continued to provide challenges as students 
dropped out of schools due to inadequate resources and a lack of newly defined literacy skills. 
This was particularly evident in the few post-primary educational institutions such as Rumbek 
Secondary School, where teachers were brought in from outside of the region to accommodate 
for the lack of southern teachers trained in Arabic instruction (Hibbert, 1949). This fed into the 
subsequent discrepancies in educational attainment between the two regions, as well as notions 
of cultural superiority as the Arabic language was perceived to be the language of the elite in 
Sudan (James, 2008). Furthermore, the imposition of the Arabic language, and the valuation of it 
over all others, inhibited the ability of South Sudanese communities to exercise self-
determination. 
An additional act of educational self-determination among the subaltern in southern 
Sudan was observed among the region’s youth. In the years leading up to independence from the 
British, secondary school students across southern Sudan began to organize around issues that 
they felt were critical to southern students. Such mobilization was necessary as they felt that 
northern students’ unions were not adequately representing their needs. Specifically, a 
conference was organized in 1956 in the town of Wau, in the Bahr el-Ghazal Province, drawing 
students from across the country. The conference was timely as it occurred in the year of 
independence from the British, and aimed to emphasize that the needs of southern students were 
different from that of their northern counterparts. Of the 45 delegates that attended the 
conference, 6 were female students attending an intermediate school in the Zande District, who 
originated from different parts of the Equatoria Province (Students Union of the Southern Sudan, 
1956). This was a significant feat at the time given that female youth faced barriers in accessing 




The outcome of the conference was the creation of the Students Union of Southern Sudan 
as well as a document containing resolutions that was distributed by the students (Students Union 
of the Southern Sudan, 1956).  The list of resolutions was then passed between colonial 
administrators who were concerned of the implications of such mobilization. The conference 
itself serves as an illustration of subaltern resistance and community self-determination in 
southern Sudan’s educational history. Missing from many historical texts, such examples of 
inter-community self-determination aimed to contribute to a regional sense of solidarity and 
organization among southern Sudanese youth. Written by community leaders themselves, the 
resolutions provide a rare glimpse into the experiences and narratives of the subaltern in their 
own words. Such traces in historical archives are often outweighed by the colonial 
correspondence that accompany them, and are either dismissive of the concerns being raised or 
perceive them as acts of uncivil resistance to the policies and authority of colonial administrators 
and missionaries. 
Post-Colonial Era (1956-2005) 
In addition to self-determination in both a practical and political sense, the post-colonial 
era was also the first time in history that a localized, independent southern Sudanese academic 
sphere had begun to emerge that was recognized at the international level. With so many 
educated southern Sudanese fleeing abroad or becoming internally displaced, the country has 
certainly been negatively impacted by brain drain. Unfortunately this has not been researched in 
great detail, and the data available is greatly outdated. While recent statistics for South Sudan are 
not available, reports from the 1990’s, (in the midst of the second civil war), indicated that in 
Sudan, 17% of doctors and dentists, 20% of university faculty, 30% of engineers and 45% of 
surveyors had migrated abroad (UNDP, 1992, p.57). This was problematic for South Sudan for 




is evident in the low levels of education, professionals and literacy skills found today; and 2) it 
created a dependency on foreign professionals which comes at a high cost, and is illustrated by 
the over-dependency on foreign organizations and personnel in the country. This dependency 
subsequently leads to the displacement of the many educated and trained South Sudanese, 
particularly in the diaspora, who are eager to play a role in deciding the path of development of 
their country, but are not selected for these roles. 
Khartoum policies. The end of colonization in the 1950s presented an opportunity to 
create policies that would potentially allow for southern Sudan to create a government that 
represented its people and advocated for the needs of its citizens. However, as observed in other 
writings, Sudan grappled with creating a new state that accommodated for the diversity of needs 
and goals of its citizens. 
Southern legislators were excluded from independence negotiations despite pleas for 
autonomous governance, rather than being integrated into one country with the North 
(Understanding Sudan, 2006). This only exacerbated north-south tensions, which were already 
escalating as a result of the political tensions, inequitable distribution of access to resources, and 
the continued slave raids (Mayen, 2011). As a result of this lack of resolution following 
independence in 1956, the country endured two lengthy civil wars that the South fought in order 
to achieve self-determination and eliminate oppression. The Sudanese government, located in the 
capital city of Khartoum in the North, and served as the central point of political power and 
control over economic resources. All of the political regimes that followed independence from 
colonial rule were dominated by northern elite. This included dictatorships that mandated Shari’a 
law, such as the implementation of Islamic religious education through madrasa schools across 




Due to the diversity of Southern ethnic groups, and the history of Arabization being used 
as an oppressive tool, the independence movement against Northern domination eventually 
adopted the English language policy as a sign of unity, a mechanism of rebellion against those in 
power, and a symbol of Southern nationalism. The dissonance between the history of both 
English and Arabic in South Sudan made the English language a symbolic act of resistance (Sid-
Ahmad, 2007 and Beswick, 2004). The history of South Sudan, both politically or linguistically, 
clearly demonstrates the importance of cultural and developmental self-determination, free from 
neocolonialism, to its people. Today however, as will be discussed further in Chapter Five, it 
seems that South Sudan is still struggling to develop and implement an inclusive education 
policy. 
The influence of language on education is emphasized in this dissertation because 
research and practice continue to reaffirm that language is more than just a form of 
communication. It is an integral aspect of cultures, contributes to the intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge and is also a key part of an individual’s identity development process. 
The value that a society places on a particular language correlates with the value it places on the 
group of people that speak the language. This hierarchy is then mirrored in a country’s education 
system (Nettle and Romaine, 2000) as has been evident in South Sudan. Intermarriage between 
different ethnic groups is common in southern Sudanese history, and was at times used as a 
mechanism to increase social status, particularly as Arabic was linked to an elite status in 
Sudanese society since the 16th century (James, 2008). The history of Arabic in particular has 
been dynamic and often oppressive in the southern region. The imposition and implementation of 
the language across the country has often been tied to both religious and political agendas. The 




times been violent (Collins, 2008; Deng, 2006). When extremist in nature, Shari’a law has led to 
the torture, imprisonment and killing of Southern Sudanese who were perceived to be a threat to 
regimes that were in power. Introducing madrasa schools in select areas of the south has linked 
the teaching of the Arabic language with forced religious conversions. It has also limited the 
education of Southerners during this period to the religious education of beliefs that were 
perceived to be foreign and oppressive (Marshall, 2005). This parallels with educational 
practices of missionaries during the colonial period. 
Creation of OLS. With the outbreak of the second civil war in 1983, the presence of 
international organizations in Southern Sudan began to increase as the global media highlighted 
the growing famine that resulted from the conflict and a lack of resources. As a result, an 
umbrella group, labeled as Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS), was created in 1989 to coordinate 
humanitarian efforts with the United Nations agencies that were operating in the southern region 
(Minnear, 1991). This was the beginning of the institutionalization of NGO operations in South 
Sudan, which were often headquartered in the neighboring country of Kenya. Although the 
primary purpose of OLS was to provide food relief and healthcare, these operations also targeted 
the educational sector, including school supplies, supporting the provision of teachers and 
providing spaces for teaching. This also marked the beginning of the institutionalization of 
UNICEF involvement in South Sudan’s education system, as well as the widespread 
coordination of educational support through NGOs. Until this point, educational efforts on the 
part of NGOs and faith-based organizations was largely fragmented and sporadic.  
Community involvement. During conflict “non-state actors,” particularly communities, 
often step in to meet the needs of citizens by providing services that address the gap between 




UNESCO, South Sudanese scholar Dr. Luka Biong Deng (2006), notes that historically 
communities in South Sudan have held a significant role in the provision of social services in 
areas where the government had failed. In reference to the civil war era, he writes, “…almost 
every primary school in southern Sudan has a community or parents’ group involved in its 
management…local communities maintain these schools, cover part of teachers’ salaries or 
incentives and pay school fees for their children…” despite the fact that they were “extremely 
overwhelmed as they are equally pressed by other survival and livelihood priorities that might 
not make their support to education tenable and sustainable” (p.13). Lacking a strong 
infrastructure, or effective forms of governance and provision of social services, communities 
often took it upon themselves to ensure that education was provided to their children. This was 
sometimes done by creating a Parent Teacher Association (PTA) which would raise funding to 
hire teachers (Mountfort, 2012). Deng’s (2006) writing illustrates that such commitment from 
communities illustrates the dedication and sacrifice for education in a region that has historically 
been deprived of basic services, and has gone to great lengths to obtain access to an education 
system that is fair, equitable, and representative of their diverse communities. This has occurred 
despite the fact that farmlands, herds of cattle and other means of livelihood and income for 
many citizens were cyclically destroyed during the civil wars, and access to local materials was 
limited (Maxwell, Gelsdorf, & Santschi, 2012).  
Post-CPA (2005-2011) 
The Comprehensive Peace Agreement of 2005 created the groundwork for South Sudan 
to begin paving its own path in forming an autonomous governance structure. As the agreed 
upon principles state, “…the people of South Sudan have the right to control and govern affairs 
in their region” and “have the right to self-determination, inter alia, through a referendum to 




were re-patriated to South Sudan by the UN to be able to participate in the referendum for 
independence in 2011, and members of the diaspora also returned to help re-build their country. 
An increasing number of NGOs began operating in South Sudan to assist in post-conflict 
development efforts, prepare for independence, and support the additional infrastructure and 
resources needed to support the returnee population. This influx of programming and resources 
meant that many communities who had not been reached through the fragmented and sporadic 
services offered during the civil wars were now able to access education, healthcare and other 
social services. 
Post-Independence (2011 – Present) 
Currently, South Sudan has a universal basic education policy which allows students to 
attend primary school for free in government institutions (Southern Sudan Constitutional 
Drafting Committee, 2011). However, many students incur fees for uniforms, materials, 
transportation, etc. Community members are often asked to make financial contributions to pay 
teachers when funding from the government is not received, or to assist in building classrooms 
with locally available materials. Additionally, many public schools do not receive adequate 
funding and charge their students “registration fees” each term. 
Constitution, legislation, structure of education system, national curriculum. Today, 
South Sudan’s education infrastructure is composed of the following structure: nursery school 
(two years), primary school (eight years), secondary school (four years), vocational training 
schools (varies), seminaries, as well as higher education institutions which include universities 
(four years) (GOSS, 2015). 
According to documents published by the government, there are seven types of schools 




development and education schools; 3) primary schools; 4) secondary schools; 5) teacher 
training institutes; 6) technical and vocation education and training schools; and 7) universities 
(GOSS, 2015, p.8). Ownership of these schools also varies, and includes the following 
categories: national government, state government, community, NGO/international partner, and 
private (p. 42).  
Historically South Sudan has imported curricula to use in its schools from Khartoum or 
from neighboring countries, such as Uganda and Kenya. Refugees in UNHCR camps often 
learned from the curriculum of their host country. Now that South Sudan has achieved self-
determination at the national level, a national curriculum framework is being instituted for the 
first time, including the production of textbooks and other educational materials that correlate 
with the curriculum (Maphalala, 2015). The hope is that creating culturally relevant standards of 
education will create an education system that is reflective of the people of South Sudan and 
their needs.  
Three key pieces of legislation that guides the creation of educational policy and 
programming in South Sudan. The first is the Education Act of 2012, which is discussed in detail 
in Chapter Five. Materials produced by the Government of South Sudan, as well as its key 
partner NGOs and IGOs, often reference this piece of legislation in their publications and 
programming documents. However, despite the implementation of the law, it has not been 
officially passed by the Government of South Sudan. Other legislation that impacts the 
implementation of educational programs and rights attributed to citizens includes the Child Act 
of 2008, which states: “Every child has the right to free education at primarily [sic] level which 
shall be compulsory” (GOSS, 2008, p. 18), and “Every child has an inherent right to life. It shall 




development of the child” (p. 17). The latter quote in particular attributes responsibility to the 
family and the government for the development of the child. Additional rights include, “Every 
child has the right to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds; provided that, it 
does not infringe upon the rights of others” (p. 19). All levels of government are mandated to 
protect and implement the rights outlined in the legislation, and in doing this they shall “engage 
all sectors of society to undertake all necessary legislative, administrative and other measures” 
(p.27) to ensure this occurs. An entire section of the Child Act describes responsibilities relating 
to children that are attributed to parents, as well as to the local government (which is noted to be 
equated to the county level). Lastly, the country’s transitional constitution, the educational rights 
attributed to citizens are as follows: 
(1) Education is a right for every citizen and all levels of government shall provide access 
to education without discrimination as to religion, race, ethnicity, health status including 
HIV/AIDS, gender or disability.  
(2) All levels of government shall promote education at all levels and shall ensure free 
and compulsory education at the primary level; they shall also provide free illiteracy 
eradication programmes. (GOSS, 2011, p.9) 
Enrollment and completion rates. According to the Education Management 
Information System (EMIS) 2015 report, there are over 5,000 educational institutions operating 
in the country, ranging from nursery school to university, with a total of 1.27 million students 
combined, of which approximately 40% are female. The education system also employs over 




Access to education, employment, and resources have been particularly problematic in 
South Sudan for women and children. It is estimated that approximately between 2% and 12% of 
women were literate in 2011 (UNESCO, 2011). This means that a large majority of women are 
illiterate, which limits their access to resources and information, and also restricts their mobility 
in terms of socioeconomic status. Due to increased programming to target illiteracy since then 
and the return of refugees from neighboring countries these statistics may have changed.  
Approximately 1.3 million school age children are still not enrolled, which is more than 
half of all school age children. There are significant gender disparities in enrollment and 
graduation. At the time of independence only 400 girls in the country were enrolled in the last 
year of secondary school, and it was estimated that a 15 year old girl in South Sudan was three 
times more likely to die while pregnant or in childbirth than she was to finish her first eight years 
of education (UNESCO, 2011).  
The education system as it stands today struggles to protect the educational rights of 
South Sudanese citizens as promised through its laws. Resources for comprehensive data 
collection are lacking, so the number of students enrolled, the numbers of speakers of each 
language, and the extent of literacy in various languages is difficult to determine. This difficulty 
is exacerbated by insecurity and lack of infrastructure which makes some areas inaccessible to 
researchers. This in turn makes effective planning more difficult for policy makers, particularly 
in identifying the nature and scope of needs that are not being met. 
Challenges and needs. Accessing course materials, particularly textbooks, is one of the 
key challenges in implementing education in South Sudan. The Kenyan textbook publishing 
industry acquired an estimated 5 billion Kenyan Shillings to provide South Sudan’s textbooks, 




International Development (DfID) (Juma, 2012). This presents an obstacle for pursuing a 
practice of self-determination in South Sudan, whether at the community or national level, if 
citizens are excluded from providing social services and creating educational materials for their 
own communities. While the National Curriculum Development initiative (detailed further in the 
results) intends to produce learning materials, this effort will take time to fully implement. 
Furthermore, the manufacturing capacity in South Sudan is minimal, and heavily depends on 
imported materials and technology. 
Although legislation and curriculum in South Sudan attempt to institute a multi-lingual 
approach, teachers are not always fluent in the languages of instruction. Students in South Sudan 
are also taught a Juba-based dialect of Arabic, particularly in the capital Juba where this local 
dialect is widely spoken, but there are not sufficient teachers in the region to meet the needs of 
the education system. Because of this, at the time of independence teachers were still being 
employed from the Republic of Sudan to accommodate for this gap (Dak, 2011). Many schools 
are still supported by foreign organizations, and may therefore not be able to implement 
strategies for giving instruction in local languages, or may not prioritize them in the allocation of 
resources. For students that are not fluent in Arabic and English, or the predominant local 
language of the area they reside in, access to education may be restricted for them because of 
linguistic barriers, or they may struggle through the education system and not be able to 
complete their studies. Resources are perpetually strained and there are not an adequate number 
of teachers in the country, nor are there always sufficient funds to pay their salaries (Kuich, 
2012). In a country that is already struggling with high illiteracy rates, having restrictive 
linguistic policies, or not fully implementing a multi-lingual framework, can restrict citizens’ 




to make informed decisions and obtain access to resources, it also limits their ability to actively 
participate in the future development and governance of their country. 
The majority of foreign aid that is provided to South Sudan is often allocated towards 
meeting needs that arise out of emergency situations, particularly for food, shelter and security. 
While donors had intended to shift towards long-term development after independence, the 
increasing violence and great instability in access to food, education, healthcare and shelter has 
put a strain on resources (Tran, 2012). This was exacerbated by outbreaks of conflict in 2013 and 
2016. Unfortunately this also has a dire impact on the future generations of the country as it 
indicates that an inadequate education system means that there will not be a sufficient number of 
trained professionals to meet the diverse and pressing needs of the country. 
Other challenges observed in South Sudan include the fact that the definition of universal 
basic education in legislation is limited to primary school (GOSS, 2008), and most foreign 
donors limit their contributions to supporting programs at this level (Deng, 2006). In order for 
generations of professionals to be educated with adequate skills to meet the needs of all 
communities, it is imperative that educational support continues at the secondary and tertiary 
level. Furthermore, educational rights attributed to children end at the age of 18, but instability in 
South Sudan means that there are several generations of adults who were not able to complete 
their education in time, and few mainstream educational programs now target their specific 
needs. Instead, they rely on Alternative Education programs through the Ministry of Education. 
With 51% of the population under the age of 18, South Sudan also has to place a particular 
emphasis on understanding and meeting the needs of its youth (SSCCSE, 2011, p.3). Of those 
aged 6 and older at the time of independence, 71% had never been to school, and 91% had not 




challenging situation that South Sudan faces in ensuring that the educational rights of the 
country’s citizens are protected and practiced, and indicate that the enforcement of educational 
rights remains a critical issue. 
Role of churches. Today, faith-based organization, particularly churches, continue to 
play a significant role in South Sudan. The Catholic and Anglican Diocese in particular continue 
to work as intermediaries in mediating between the communities, the government and NGOs. As 
central meeting areas, churches often serve as sites of distributing information and services. 
Those implementing such services or seeking to spread information will often approach the 
leader of the church in addition to local government leaders to obtain support. 
Role of international organizations. Similarly, NGOs continue to play an important role in 
South Sudan. At the time of independence in South Sudan it was estimated that 80% of social 
services (such as education and healthcare) were provided by NGOs (Saferworld, 2011), 
indicating a great level of dependency on international organizations.  
In an effort to create a structured approach to development in South Sudan that 
coordinates the multitude of on-going efforts in the country, the United Nations created a 
“cluster” system. There are ten clusters in total, representing different areas of development 
currently supported by United Nations agencies and other international organizations. These 
include: education, health, logistics, protection, food security and livelihoods, etc. (South Sudan 
Humanitarian Response, 2016). The education cluster meets regularly, and at the time of 
fieldwork collection was led by representatives from UNICEF and Save the Children, two of the 
largest supporters of education initiatives in South Sudan. The meetings usually occur in the 
conference room of the National Ministry of Education, and participants include representatives 




well as representatives from the ministry. The key partner that the education cluster liaises with 
in the National Ministry of Education is the Directorate of Development Partner Coordination. 
 In addition to working with the national government to create and implement policies 
and coordinate development efforts, international organizations also provide educational 
materials, funds to build and maintain school, the building of facilities such as latrines, 
“incentives” to school teachers to supplement their salaries as well as support for the 
development of the national curriculum.  
One of the key programs instituted through international development aid is the Girls 
Education South Sudan (GESS) which is spearheaded by the United Kingdom’s foreign aid 
branch the Department for International Development (DfID) (GESS, 2016). The GESS program 
represents the largest effort to date to address gender inequity in South Sudan’s education 
system. In addition to providing capitation grants for schools to develop their facilities, pocket 
money is also provided to female students to facilitate the expenses associated with attending 
school. In contrast to other funding initiatives, GESS also integrates research protocols into its 
program design.  
Subaltern Studies  
The chosen framework for this study, Subaltern Studies, will be discussed in more detail 
in Chapter Three. Here I briefly allude to the contributions this framework provides to 
understanding the literature in this chapter. The critiques of historical accounts provided thus far 
in this chapter assist in illustrating how subaltern studies will guide the analysis of the data 
collected, by re-orienting the focus of the research to the subaltern/community level. Subaltern 
Studies allows for the consideration of resistance on the part of the subaltern/communities, which 




notes, this approach to analysis gives historians the tools to “reinterpret the recurrent discourse of 
subaltern ‘criminality’ within colonial archives not, as the dominant order would have it, as a 
sign of it the innate depravity of the subaltern, which by its very nature requires colonialism to 
manage or reform it, but as a symptom of a consistent will to political resistance” (p.38). Acts of 
resistance were often portrayed instead as acts of deviance and civil disobedience by British 
administrators in the colonies. This was evident in the colonial documents of southern Sudan as 
discussed above; the writings by colonial administrators often focused on how to control or 
punish such acts which were perceived as threats to colonial order and control.  
Given that South Sudan is now independent, it provides a key period of time for its 
history to be re-analyzed, and for a greater body of literature and knowledge to be produced that 
re-orients the presentation of its history with its people at the center of analysis. Gyanendra 
Pandey (1995) draws upon Gramsci to remind us that, “Subaltern narratives will not find a place 
in the institutionalized public archive and the history it authorizes…until the subaltern groups 
have been unified in the form of a state” (p.228). Now that South Sudan has become its own 
nation-state, and has started a national archive, perhaps it has begun to create a foundation for 
subaltern narratives to be integrated into historical interpretations previously determined by 
colonial administrators. With this discourse in mind, this dissertation utilizes subaltern studies to 
re-examine (both historical and contemporary) educational policies, practices and documents in 
South Sudan to contribute to such alternative interpretations. 
Community in South Sudan 
Although the term “community” is often used in the development discourse relating to 
South Sudan, there is no consensus on how it is defined. Within the legal discourse in South 




country, but does not define the term at any point. Three key pieces of legislation in the country 
provide their own definitions: 
1) The General Education Act of 2012 defines community as “a group of people and 
institutions that are within the locality of a school or are related to the school” (p.4).  
2) The Constituency Development Fund Act of 2007 defines community as “residents of a 
particular geographic area defined as a Constituency and having common interests” (p.5).  
3) The Land Act of 2009 defines community as “a group of families or individuals, living in 
a circumscribed territorial area at the level of a locality, which aims at safeguarding their 
common interests through the protection of areas of habitation, agriculture, whether 
cultivated or fallow, forests, sites of cultural importance, pastures, and area of expansion” 
(GOSS, 2009, p.9). 
The lack of operationalization in legislation is compounded by the fact that programming 
documents published by NGOs operating in South Sudan do not define the term, although they 
use it fairly liberally.  
The implications of defining community are significant. Many decisions in regards to 
legislation, policies and programs are made with an assumed understanding of how “community” 
is understood; these assumptions have the potential to make it increasingly difficult to recognize 
and enforce community-based rights awarded through legislation, or to implement and measure 
success of programs that identify communities as their service recipients. Furthermore, it has 
inhibited our ability to recognize the phenomenon of self-determination at the community/village 
level in South Sudan, both historically and in the present day. This is perpetuated by the lack of 
documentation on community self-determination in South Sudan, resulting in the discourse on 




Finally, tracking how “community” is understood in South Sudan is imperative due to the 
various factors that can potentially pressure it to evolve. This includes patterns of migration over 
the span of hundreds of years, drought, famine, pastoral migrations, conflict, the creation of 
urban centers and institutions, as well as the creation and adaptation of internal geographic 
boundaries. 
Community Self-Determination 
Based on the information obtained through a review of academic literature, as well as 
legislation in the country, this study begins with the assumption that a community is equated to 
the village level in South Sudan. A village is also referred to as a “boma.” This is the smallest 
unit of governance that is recognized through the country’s legal system, and “bomas” are 
frequently referred to in programming and service delivery documents. Key to understanding 
this, is also acknowledging the strong correlation between ethnic groups’ cultural practices and 
social structures. This preliminary definition is provided to help structure this study and guide 
the methodological design. However, as further explained in the results of this dissertation, data 
collection seeks to further understand how community is defined at different levels of 
governance in South Sudan. As a result, although this dissertation begins with a definition of 
community as the village level of governance, which will be revisited in Chapter Five to 
incorporate the findings of this study. 
Using the village entity to represent “community” is not meant to overly generalize this 
level of governance. Given the sub-structures that operate within villages and ethnic groups, 
there are many intra-dynamics that effect how community self-determination unfolds, 




socioeconomic status, livelihoods, political power, etc. While not all of these factors will be 






Chapter 3: Subaltern Studies 
“There is no one given way of investigating this problematic. Let a hundred flowers blossom and 
we don’t even mind the weeds” (Guha, 1982, p.7) 
 
The Voids in Our Knowledge 
What do we really know about the subaltern of South Sudan? How have we listened to 
and learned about their agency? How have we searched through history to witness and bring to 
the surface their narratives of self-determination? Do we choose to measure and record their 
deficiencies, or provide testimony to their creations and contributions? How do we hold 
ourselves accountable and evaluate our roles as researchers, when studying the subaltern in 
South Sudan?  
As a student beginning this project, I found that not only were there inadequate answers 
to these questions, they were in fact rarely being asked at all. The dangers of foreign dominance 
in research on South Sudan are exponential because of NGO-ization2, and therefore warrants 
comprehensive critique and reflection. As this dissertation will show, much of the research that 
has been produced on the country seeks to record problems, challenges and deficiencies, that also 
serve to justify the agenda, operations and existence of international development organizations, 
as well as the immense foreign aid that supports them. Consequently, the image of South Sudan 
that is created in the media and international development circles can be alleged to align with the 
needs of aid workers as opposed to the needs of the South Sudanese people. We more versed in 
the top priority sectors for NGOs to focus their humanitarian and development work, than we are 
with what South Sudanese citizens have done to resolve local conflicts, build schools, create 
small businesses, feed their communities, and build the kind of country they want to create for 
                                                          
2 The term NGO-ization is drawn from Julie Hern’s (1998) article The NGO-isation" of Kenyan society: USAID and 





themselves. We learn far more about the dire living conditions that many communities face as 
opposed to the contributions they make to meet their own needs, the lives that they have built for 
themselves, and their idea of a fulfilling life that motivates such efforts. This dissertation is by no 
means an attempt to be dismissive of the humanitarian and development struggles that the 
citizens of South Sudan are currently grappling with. Rather, this study advocates for a holistic 
and comprehensive understanding of both the historical and contemporary dynamics of the 
country. By widening our perspective and learning to see things as they really are, we are able to 
see both agency and subordination, both struggles and contributions.  
Framing this Study 
This chapter advocates for, and justifies, the decision to utilize Subaltern Studies as the 
theoretical framework for this study. It also contributes to existing literature on this approach by 
pushing the boundaries on how the terms subaltern and elite are defined, as the “communities 
under this massive all-inclusive umbrella possess a different vision of history and a distinct 
approach to it” (Biswas, 2009, p. 203). When Subaltern Studies was developed within an Indian 
context, it built on a theoretical foundation in which the elite were traditionally viewed as a 
dominating group that held the majority of power and privilege within the country, and the 
subaltern were perceived as those that were subordinated by the elite (Apple & Buras, 2006, 
Guha, 1982, and Ludden, 2002). It is complex to situate this within South Sudan’s history, as 
borders were partially imposed through interference from the United States and other 
international mediators, under the guise of international development and the spread of 
democracy to protect human rights. As a result, this had influence on how the country’s ‘elite’ 
and ‘subaltern’ would evolve. This brings into question how a case study like South Sudan can 
fit into existing frameworks, such as Post-Colonial Theory, when the elite in the post-colonial 




are no longer the governing body? Subaltern Studies acknowledges and embraces that identities 
and attributions of power are complex and dynamic; neither the elite nor the subaltern are 
homogenous groups, and they appear at the local, national and international level across time and 
space. Thus, this dissertation proceeds with the understanding that multiple groups fall under the 
designation of “subaltern” and “elite” which are not homogenous, and given the recency of 
independence it is possible for some citizens to carry both labels depending on the context.  
As a nation that fought for independence from both its colonial and post-colonial powers, 
the complexity of South Sudan’s historical and contemporary liberation struggles and power 
structures make it particularly suitable for a Subaltern Studies framework. As a relatively new 
country, the national archive, higher education institutions, policy think tanks, and other 
institutions responsible for the creation and analysis of knowledge are still developing. This time 
period is particularly fruitful for reflecting on power dynamics that were silenced in previous 
regimes. Therefore, this study will utilize a Subaltern Studies framework to guide the 
development of the research questions, methodology, as well as the approach selected for data 
analysis.  
 
Introducing Subaltern Studies 
Background. Subaltern Studies has become less prominent in academic research in 
recent years, but still bears much wisdom and utility, particularly when it comes to better 
understanding the political dynamics of communities and the phenomenon of self-determination 
– both serve as the foundation of this study. Drawing from traditions of Post-Colonial Theory, 
Nationalism, Marxism, and ‘history from below’, Subaltern Studies provides a framework for 




historical and contemporary, in a way that redistributes power away from the elite that were 
often given the privilege of being both the subjects and the creators of historical records.  
Analytical tools, such as Subaltern Studies, were particularly relevant in the twentieth 
century era of independence from colonialism across Asia and Africa, as well as the phase of 
state building that followed. In addition to contributing to emancipatory goals, new theories and 
methodologies allowed indigenous scholars to (re-)visit their country’s history in a way that 
reflected the true nature of the inequitable distribution of power during colonization, and 
consequently the parallel inequitable distribution of blame for socioeconomic insecurity, political 
instability and violence. By incorporating all spheres of life - economic, political and social - it 
created a holistic framework that allowed readers to understand how oppression occurs from a 
complicated and multi-faceted web of strategies and power. However, rather than primarily 
focusing on the way in which the subaltern are oppressed, it also allows readers to learn how the 
subaltern reacted to the oppression, and exerted agency, power and self-determination, even if 
they were not always recognized as such by the elite.  
Defining ‘Subaltern’. The definition of ‘subaltern’ in this study, which will be further 
explored in this section (and operationalized in the methodology chapter), includes those that are 
deemed to be “inferior”, “subordinated” or “oppressed” in any manner, whether it be class, 
gender, religion, race/ethnicity, caste, etc. The definition draws upon key texts that constitute the 
foundation of Subaltern Studies (Guha, 1982; Ludden, 2002) including texts in the education 
sector (Apple & Buras, 2006). However, this identity is not exclusively constituted of 
oppression; it also acknowledges that despite the hegemonic structures that the subaltern live in, 




communities. These identities are not static, and a person may identify as both a ‘subaltern’ and 
an ‘elite’.  
In the dichotomies often presented by post-colonial theorists, to be discussed later in this 
chapter, the idea of the subaltern runs parallel to the categories of the “oppressed” and the 
“colonized”. In a dialectical relationship, the subaltern are posed in a dichotomy with the “elite” 
or another dominating group. However, Subaltern Studies proceeds with the understanding that 
binaries are not absolute, and that the parameters of these categories are both permeable and 
dynamic. As a result, the field of Subaltern Studies can be understood as an analytical approach 
that re-orients the focus of analysis from the elite to the subaltern, and attempts to provide a more 
holistic representation of power and agency.  
Gramsci and the Prison Notebooks 
In the 1930’s, while imprisoned under a fascist regime in Italy, Antonio Gramsci 
composed texts that were later smuggled out of the prison. They were later compiled and 
published as Selection from the Prison Notebooks, and translated into English in the 1970’s. It is 
in these writings that he introduces the term “subaltern” to scholars seeking a new language to 
describe and record the power dynamics that they were witnessing in the political upheavals of 
their country (Gramsci, 1989). The term was originally used to refer to a soldier in the military, 
at the bottom of the established power structure, essentially the ‘subordinates.’ Gramsci 
modernizes the term to apply it to those that are subordinated, specifically within hegemonic 
political structures. The way in which Gramsci portrays the agency of the subaltern is uncertain: 
Subaltern groups are always subject to the activity of ruling groups, even when they rebel 
and rise up: only “permanent” victory breaks their subordination…even when they 




trace of independent initiative should therefore be of incalculable value for the integral 
historian.  
 
While acknowledging that agency is possible for the subordinated, he notes that it cannot be 
considered absolute until there is complete liberation. At the same time though, Gramsci urges 
scholars to record the moments of agency that occur despite the subordination, or perhaps even 
in response to it, citing the value in such moments. 
On the other end of the binary, Gramsci (1989) refers to those that subordinate the 
subaltern as the “ruling” group or class, while also making specific references to governments or 
monarchies. As much of his work was coded to avoid censors, and then also later translated from 
Italian, references to social class such as the elite and bourgeois were labeled as “social groups” 
in his writings. 
 One of the notable concepts introduced through Gramsci’s (1989) work is the idea of 
hegemony. As a means of describing domination, it refers to “a historical phase in which a given 
group moves beyond a position of corporate existence and defence of its economic position and 
aspires to a position of leadership in the political and social arena”. At its root, the term refers to 
leadership, but specifically in a dominating form which is political in nature. Dialectically, “non-
hegemonic groups or classes are also labeled by Gramsci as “sub-ordinate”, “subaltern” or 
sometimes instrumental”.  
 Similarly, Gramsci’s (1989) concept of ‘philosophy of praxis’ is significant for this study. 
Used as a code for Marxism and its philosophical stance, it alludes to “the inseparable link it 
establishes between theory and practice, thought and action”, and was viewed in reference to the 




 The most significant contribution Gramsci makes to the scholars that would follow his 
work, was creating the terminology to identify and examine the complex phenomenon of power 
that were being witnessed across the world. In much of the writings produced by foundational 
Subaltern Studies scholars, and those that followed, Gramsci’s work is referred to as the 
originating strand from which this field of thought emanates.   
Post-Colonial Theorists and Their Dichotomies 
While Gramsci introduced some revolutionary concepts and approaches to analysis in 
research, a cohesive and expansive framework was still lacking, particularly for the context of 
colonial Empires and the oppressive legacies they came to leave behind. As independence was 
won across Africa and Asia following World War II, new models of thinking were needed to 
both understanding the new realities that were emerging and to re-analyze a past that had been 
constructed in favor of the oppressors. Post-Colonial Theory, which is the most expansive and 
widely cited framework for this approach, has been presented and adopted by scholars as a 
framework for revisiting histories of oppression, and tracing contemporary phenomenon to its 
root causes in imperialism. In the post-independence era across the Third World, this was a 
critical tool used to develop new records of history, particularly in regards to governance, which 
was integral to the development of a state. However, it has largely been restricted to the 
theoretical level, and thus remained fairly detached from many of the practical dilemmas that 
former colonies currently face, and practice-based fields such as development studies. Christine 
Sylvester (1999) describes the disconnect as a situation in which, “development studies does not 
tend to listen to subalterns and postcolonial studies does not tend to concern itself with whether 
the subaltern is eating” (p.703). To address some of the limitations of existing frameworks and 
create a new approach for examining community self-determination in South Sudan, this study 




connections between theory and practice within an international development context. Some of 
the scholars discussed below, such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, can be categorized as both 
post-colonial and subaltern theorists – for the sake of brevity they are considered only within the 
theoretical framework that best highlights their contributions to this study. 
The Role of Dichotomies and Binaries. In many of the discourses presented in post-
colonial literature, dichotomies and binaries based on dialectical relationship are used to label 
power differences between groups. These labels provided a language for scholars to illustrate the 
distribution of political power, economic wealth, social organization and the directional flow of 
oppression. It also became a tool that firmly inserted the power of the elite over the subaltern into 
the conversation, as it tends to exclusively portray a one-way flow of power, of the elite over the 
subaltern. This was particularly poignant in Henry Giroux’s (2009) description of Paulo Freire’s 
work: “Freire's recourse to binarisms such as the oppressed vs. the oppressor, problem-solving 
vs. problem-posing, science vs. magic, raged bravely against dominant languages and 
configurations of power that refused to address their own politics by appealing to the imperatives 
of politeness, objectivity, and neutrality” (para. 9) Thee elite and the subaltern are often 
presented strictly as a binary, and composed of two agents that center the analysis in relation to 
power. This was particularly prevalent in the post-colonial era when evolving traditions in 
scholarly analysis warranted new ways of talking about history in order to more accurately 
represent the present. Not only was the approach to thinking adapting to these new models at the 
time, but more scholars from former colonies were having their work recognized and distributed 
across borders in new forms.  
Some of the key texts that create the foundation of Post-Colonial Theory and provide the 




context of this study, and are analyzed to ascertain what contributions to understanding the 
subaltern/the colonized are made, how the relationship between the subaltern and the elite are 
described, as well as what the parameters are of the identities of each group. In particular, I 
interrogate the power dynamics described, and how the subaltern are portrayed from the writer’s 
perspective. This list of authors is by no means exhaustive, but attempts to present a wide variety 
of writings, and perspectives that are relevant to this study.  
Edward Said. Edward Said’s (1978) Orientalism is often referenced by Subaltern 
Studies scholars as one of the most notable texts to emerge in the post-colonial era, and is also 
viewed as a pivotal moment in post-colonial thought. Said critically challenged the way in which 
Western writers had created and institutionalized an approach to analyzing the subaltern that 
portrayed them from the perspective and values of the West/Occident. In critiquing the 
expressions of hegemony in Western writing, Said draws out the way in which the ‘Oriental’ are 
presented in derogatory ways, and robbed of their agency in narratives that are presented.  
In his text, Said (1978) situates the terminology by noting that “The Orient is not only 
adjacent to Europe, it is also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the 
source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural context, and one of its deepest and most 
recurring images of the other” (p.9). Thus, a dialectical relationship is established. Not only is 
the ‘Oriental’ underestimated and misrepresented, but their contributions to the West are largely 
ignored. 
Said (1978) lists three definitions of Orientalism in practice, all of which are included in 
his intended meaning: 1) Orientalism as an academic field of study; 2) a “style of thought” 
adopted in a variety of practices; and 3) “a Western style for dominating , restructuring and 




to both theory and practice, and describes how this manner of thinking permeated all facets of 
life and epistemology. The primary binary that constitutes Said’s discussion is the Occident (the 
West) and the Oriental, but there is minimal discussion of the parameters and permeability of the 
identities. He describes the relationship as being characterized by “power…domination…varying 
degrees of a complex hegemony” (p.15), noting this was particularly destructive to the psyche of 
the Orientalists, and led to minimal space for resistance on their part. This is illustrated sharply in 
context, when Said writes, “the imaginative examination of things Oriental was based more of 
less exclusively upon a sovereign Western consciousness out of whose unchallenged centrality 
an Oriental world emerged” (p.16). While Said’s context and subjects in this book (the West and 
the East) are presented fairly abstractly compared to that of other Post-Colonial Theory writers, 
the reader is still provided with insights into how to deconstruct the way in which the ‘Oriental’ 
are presented in texts. 
Frantz Fanon. Noted post-colonial theorist, Frantz Fanon, left behind a significant body 
of work for us to draw from. As a psychiatrist writing in the post-colonial era, Fanon’s 
contribution to the field of Post-Colonial Theory delved into understanding the logic and 
processes behind oppression, as well as the complex relationship between the colonizer and the 
colonized. In addition to contributing this perspective of a new field to the discourse, Fanon was 
associated with many of the leftist leaders of the 50s and 60s across the world. Fanon’s work, 
specifically Black Skin, White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth, established a psychological 
discourse based on the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized (Macey, 2000). 
Fanon (2001) begins Wretched of the Earth with stressing the importance of being 
reflective and purposeful in the decolonization process in order to (re)create a nation in which a 




citizens instead of that of the oppressor. He warns that without this phase in creating a new 
country, there is a risk of mirroring the very same oppressive approaches that had to be resisted 
to achieve independence, as: “decolonization is quite simply the replacing of a certain ‘species’ 
of men by another ‘species’ of men. Without any period of transition, there is a total, complete 
and absolute substitution” (p.27). In making this point to the reader, Fanon acknowledges the 
possibility of the same power dynamics being transferred into the independence era, perpetuating 
oppressive governance practices with the new political elite that is established. 
The binary labels that Fanon (2001) uses is that of “Europeans” and “natives,” and notes 
that “it is the policeman and the soldier who are the official instituted go-betweens” (p.29) for 
these two groups. In this regard, Fanon has inserted a third group into the equation, stating that 
“The intermediary does not lighten the oppression nor seek to hide the domination” (p.29). In 
describing the way in which the binary is reflected in the geographic spaces, Fanon situates the 
intermediaries in “the dividing line, [in which] the frontiers are known by barracks and police 
stations” (p.29). He clarifies, however, that the movement to decolonization does not 
immediately remove the intermediary from the process to create a linear relationship between the 
two original groups. Rather, the relationship and entities remain complex and dynamic. 
In delving into the relationship between the European and the “natives,” Fanon (2002) 
notes the prevailing views among the colonizers that “the native is declared insensible to ethics” 
(p.32), and the tendency to perceive the people as a mass rather than as diverse entities. This is 
also a common critique of nationalist frameworks. In portraying each entity of the binary, Fanon 
does not appear to give the reader a particular value judgement of his own. Instead, we are 
provided with an intricate analysis of the behaviors and responses of each side of the binary, with 




as a homogenous mass by Fanon; in his texts, we obtain insights into the experiences and 
thoughts of the individual narratives that are presented. The subaltern subjects of Fanon’s 
writings have desires for life, maintain agency, and exert resistance, even if only quietly and in 
their own spaces. What is particularly unique about Fanon’s contributions to the discourse in this 
text is the final chapter, Colonial War and Mental Disorders, which serves as a diagnostic 
manual for colonialism. Unapologetic for the sharp turn in his narrative, Fanon presents specific 
case studies to illustrate the importance of this resource. While other post-colonial texts have 
generally referenced the intertwining of imperialism and mental illnesses, they do not move from 
theory to practice, and refrain from specific individual examples in the way that Fanon does. In 
doing this, Post-Colonial Theory transcends to praxis through Fanon’s work, to be inclusive of 
practitioners, at least those in the psychological field.  
Fanon concludes by urging readers and his fellow citizens to be creative in such a way 
that such binaries and imposed ideologies are shed, in order to move towards true liberation. He 
writes, “Let us decide not to imitate Europe; let us combine our muscles and our brains in a new 
direction. Let us try to create a whole man, whom Europe has been incapable of bringing to 
triumphant birth” (p.252). In doing so Fanon reminds us that national independence alone will 
not suffice – there is greater work to be done. 
Albert Memmi. In The Colonizer and the Colonized, published in the immediate post-
independence era, Albert Memmi (1965) also explores the colonizer-colonized binary from a 
psychological perspective. A Tunisian scholar, World War II and the era of colonization both 
had a significant impact on his writings. The book is split into three sections: Portrait of the 
Colonizer, Portrait of the Colonized, followed by the conclusion. The structure of the text 




dialectics of this relationship, it is the colonizer that is presented first, as it remains the 
determinant power in the binary; the colonized (as a category) would not exist without the 
oppression and control of the colonizer This is illustrated in the first chapter on the colonizer, as 
Memmi writes,  
it is this relationship…which creates privilege. He finds himself on one side of a scale, 
the other side of which bears the colonized man. If his living standards are high, it is 
because those of the colonized are low; if he can benefit from plentiful and undemanding 
labor and servants, it is because the colonized can be exploited at will and are not 
protected by the laws of the colony; if he can easily obtain administrative positions, it is 
because they are reserved for him and the colonized are excluded from them; the more 
freely he breathes, the more the colonized are choked. (p.8) 
 
Memmi even introduces the possibility of a third category in the discourse: “A colonial is a 
European living in a colony but having no privileges, whose living conditions are not higher than 
those of a colonized person of equivalent economic and social status”, but immediately dismisses 
this proposal as “a colonial so defined does not exist, for all Europeans in the colonies are 
privileged” (p.10). However, in this section which focuses on the colonizer, Memmi attempts to 
move the reader from a generalized perspective of colonialism that treats the group as a mass to 
that of the individual colonialist, noting that some are in fact “victims of the masters of 
colonization” (p.10). In acknowledging that privilege is relative, Memmi also brings to light that 
people who fall under the category of elites are diverse. He goes on to acknowledge that not all 
“colonizers” are willing participants, but clarifies that regardless, they still maintain privilege and 




In the second section, Memmi (1965) begins with a discussion of the “Mythical portrait 
of the colonized.” In this chapter, he delves into the oppressive dynamics of the dialectical 
relationship that the colonizer maintains in his favor, to protect and justify his power and his 
continuous oppression of the colonized. The arguments of the colonizers that are presented tend 
to be centered on labor, payment and work ethic, emphasize the economic undercurrents of the 
system of oppression. In the section, Situations of the colonized, the author delves into portraying 
the other side of the binary. However, he soon falls into the same trap as other post-colonial 
scholars in portraying only the oppression, as opposed to a more holistic interpretation of events. 
This chapter, which is meant to transition the focus of analysis to the colonized, continues to 
treat the colonizer as the subject and the colonized as the object. In an attempt to portray the 
colonized, Memmi writes, 
The colonized, on the other hand, feels neither responsible nor guilty nor skeptical, for he 
is out of the game. He is in no way a subject of history any more. Of course, he carries its 
burden, often more cruelly than others, but always as an object. He has forgotten how to 
participate actively in history and no longer even asks to do so. No matter how briefly 
colonization may have lasted, all memory of freedom seems distant; he forgets what it 
costs or else he no longer dares to pay the price for it. (p.92-3) 
 
The homogenous presentation of the colonized in this passage is troubling. If we acknowledge 
diversity in the level and willingness of complicity and acquiesce on the part of the colonizers, 
can we not give the same accommodation to the colonized where their own exertions of agency 
and submission are concerned? Furthermore, he repeats the prejudices and limitations of Marxist 
scholars by stating that “It is not a coincidence that colonized peoples are the last to awaken to 




consciousness. However, in contrast to Marxist theories, in which responsibility is often 
attributed to the ‘peasants’, Memmi traces it to the exclusion of the colonized from experiencing 
“nationality and citizenship”. Not only are nationality and citizenship tools to exercise power 
under colonization, but they assume that the nation-state formation and the institution of 
citizenship are universally accepted and desired. Given that other forms of governance and 
participation were often employed in pre-colonial spaces, it is presumptuous to expect that all 
groups aspire to the nation-state goal, especially if their closest encounter to this form of 
governance was under a colonial empire that emphatically excluded them from any benefits that 
could be dispersed from this model. In writing of the colonized that “being kept away from 
power, he ends up by losing both interest and feeling for control” (p.95), Memmi grossly 
underestimates the colonized’s continuous resistance and reaches for control that troubled 
colonial administrators across the globe, as well as the independence movements that would 
eventually envelop the colonies.  
Paulo Freire. Brazilian theorist, Paulo Freire, is well known within radical educational 
circles for introducing new perspectives of the process of learning and the power dynamics 
between teachers and students. The key binary that threads through Paulo Freire’s work is 
constituted of the oppressor and the oppressed, which has been particularly fundamental in 
critical pedagogy teachings that insert students into the educational discourse with agency and 
rights, rather than as passive objects. This binary serves as the foundation of one of Freire’s 
(2006) most important publications, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. The book begins with the 
ideology behind the oppressor-oppressed binary and the complexity of the power dynamics that 
allow the binary to self-perpetuate. The second chapter transfers this discussion to the teacher-




the power dynamics that exist in educational settings. Freire critiques the traditional approach to 
education in which the student is considered a passive recipient of knowledge transferred from 
the teacher. He describes this as a banking model, in which the student does not actively 
participate in the process. Instead, Freire proposed, students should be viewed as “critical co-
investigators” (p.81). He describes the way in which the practice of dialogue transforms 
traditional one-way flows of power and knowledge in the relationship: “the teacher-of-the-
students and the students-of-the-teacher cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student 
and student-teachers” (p.80), as even students possess agency and knowledge that can contribute 
to the educational process.  
What is striking about Freire’s presentation of his work in this particular text is that it 
remains theoretical and without practical context. Readers examining the binaries and subjects 
presented are left without names, places, and histories to apply the theories presented, even 
though we know that Freire’s work emerged as a manifesto during a particularly politically 
turbulent time in Brazil. The advantage is that it perhaps allows for his ideas and proposals to be 
easily generalized to different contexts. However, in the same vein, the ability to draw 
generalizations regarding the ideas presented is also a danger as it can lead to gross 
misinterpretations and manipulations of the ideas to continue traditional power structures under 
the guise of liberation. It also presents challenges to implementing the ideas. Furthermore, 
teachers wishing to adopt the dialogic proposals of Freire may struggle to manage this within the 
constraints of national and state policies, standardized curriculums and testing, and often 
inadequate training and resources. Regardless, Freire’s work in this text presented a radically 




Freire is not always thought of as a foundational scholar within Post-Colonial Theory, but 
scholar Henry Giroux (2009) makes the argument for this inclusion in his article Paulo Freire 
and the Politics of Postcolonialism. He addresses this issue by noting that “What has been 
increasingly lost in the North American and Western appropriation of Freire's work is the 
profound and radical nature of its theory and practice as an anti-colonial and postcolonial 
discourse” (para. 1). Giroux warns of a tendency in which “work has been appropriated in ways 
that denude it of some of its most important political insights” (para. 1), and becomes a tool used 
by Western scholars to perpetuate the very hegemony it was designed to critique and dismantle. 
In beginning a discussion of how our interpretations and implementation of Freire’s work can be 
improved, Giroux argues that “cultural workers have to become border crossers. This means that 
teachers and other intellectuals have to take leave of the cultural, theoretical, and ideological 
borders that enclose them” (para. 3). Utilizing the tools that are provided to us, it is “the role of 
intellectuals, in part, to challenge those places bounded by terror, exploitation, and human 
suffering” (para. 12). In this regard, Giroux proclaims that in order to fully understand and be 
able to incorporate the strategies presented by Freire, we have to not just change how we 
perceive others, but also fundamentally re-examine our own ideology, perceptions and practices.  
Aimé Césaire. Aimé Césaire’s (2000) manuscript, Discourse on Colonialism, is another 
key text in Post-Colonial Theory. Originally published in French in 1955, Césaire begins the 
essay with the moral implications of colonization and those that benefit from it, stating that 
“between colonization and civilization there is an infinite distance” (p.34). On one end of the 
binary’s power dynamic the author uses the labels “bourgeois” and “colonists”, yet it is unclear 
who lies on the other end of the binary, as only rare references are made to the “proletariat” and 




privilege of the oppressors. Although Césaire’s work was a significant step in the era of the end 
of World War II, and the beginning of independence from colonization for many countries, it 
also puts forth limitations to the very discourse on challenging colonialism that it purports to 
represent. Césaire argues that there is utility in focusing on the depravity of oppressors: “I have 
talked a good deal about Hitler. Because he deserves it: he makes it possible to see things on a 
large scale and to grasp the fact that capitalist society, at its present stage, is incapable of 
establishing a concept of the rights of all men, just as it has proved incapable of establishing a 
system of individual ethics” (p.37). On the one hand, Césaire presents a significantly different 
approach (at the time) to analyzing the colonizers. However, they obtain much power from the 
author in maintaining their position as the subject, and the colonized as the object. 
When Césaire (2000) eventually reaches the narrative in his essay where he evaluates the 
“colonized”, his discussion of them is inherently dialectical, describing the power of the 
colonizer, and the oppression imposed on the colonized. Over and over again, Césaire re-states 
the absolute parameters of the binary identities:  
I see clearly what colonization has destroyed…the civilizations, condemned to perish at a 
future date, into which it has introduced a principle of ruin…I see less clearly what 
contribution it has made…wherever there are colonizers and colonized face to face, I see 
force, brutality, cruelty, sadism, conflict, and, in a parody of education, the hasty 
manufacture of a few thousand subordinate functionaries...Between colonizer and 
colonized there is room only for forced labor, intimidation, pressure, the police, taxation, 
theft, rape, compulsory crops, contempt, mistrust, arrogance, self-complacency, 





In establishing his own role and position he writes that “For my part, I make a systematic 
defense of the non-European civilizations” (p.44). This defense as presented in the text almost 
seems to remove the colonized from the binary, and presents them as they were prior to 
colonization and the time period in which Césaire was writing: “They were communal 
societies…anti-capitalist…democratic societies….cooperative societies, fraternal 
societies…They were the fact, they did not present to be the idea…They kept hope intact” (p.44). 
But what of the colonized at the time of Césaire’s writing?  Have they completely lost all agency, 
and semblance of power or self-determination, mechanisms for contributing to their families, 
communities and countries? Had they not mobilized, across the world, to actively resist the 
European colonial empires and the tools of oppression, whether as individuals or as groups? Had 
they not continued to create art and music, maintain indigenous knowledge and languages inter-
generationally, and produce professionals and scholars that were experts in their field? In the 
brief instance that Césaire discusses their agency, specifically the revolts in Madagascar to 
colonial rule, he presents it as a critique of colonial scholars who are dismissive of dissent to 
colonial rule, rather than viewing it as an act of agency on its own. Again, the colonizers remain 
the subject, and the colonized as the object. 
Césaire also sees the bourgeois exclusively as colonial rulers, and narrates that, as a class, 
they are “condemned to take responsibility for all the barbarism of history…racism and slavery” 
(p.67). We know, however, that even the elite are pluralistic and multi-faceted, regardless of 
origin, foreign or national. For example, foreign bourgeois include not only colonial 
administrators, but also merchants that manipulated the global trade dynamics of the era and 
exploited resources. Also, we cannot render invisible the pre-colonial elites that existed. 




administration models of governance, they continued to exert influence and power over the 
colonized, often facilitating colonial practices. Furthermore, we also need to consider the 
national elite that emerged when colonization met its inevitable end. The absolute parameters of 
the binary that Césaire maintains, as well as his maintenance of the colonizers as the subject, 
present inherent limitations to understanding the colonized in ways that allowed for their power 
to be visible. 
Ryszard Kapuściński. Polish journalist, Ryszard Kapuściński (2008), explores a 
dialectical relationship in a series of lectures that were published in his seminal text, The Other. 
He begins the first essay with the explanation for using the term “other” as a means “to 
distinguish Europeans, people from the West, whites, from those whom I call ‘Others’ – that is, 
non-Europeans, or non-whites, while fully aware that for the latter, the former are just as much 
‘Others’ (p.13).” As a journalist that worked across the globe, he contributed to post-colonial 
scholarship in his writings on his encounters with the “the Other”, challenging existing 
assumptions at the time. This text primarily examines the binary relationship between 
Westerners and their perception of “the Other”, deconstructing the values and assumptions that 
underlay it.   
In contrast to other post-colonial writers, Kapuściński (2008) acknowledges early on the 
contributions and power of the subaltern/”the Other”. He writes, in relation to his own 
professional work that heavily depended on assistance from “the Other”: “These foreign people, 
whom we often do not know well, are not only among our richest sources of knowledge about 
the world, but also help us to do our jobs in many other ways – they arrange contacts, lend us 
their homes, or quite simply save our lives” (p.14). He also, in departing from the typical post-




the two groups, “Neither of these beings appears in a pure, isolated state – they coexist, having a 
reciprocal effect on each other” (p.14). He also emphasizes that the relationship is never static: 
“On the contrary, its typical features are dynamism, mobility, variability and differences in 
intensity. Depending on the external context” (p.15). In terms of research specifically, 
Kapuściński notes that “fieldwork [is] an indispensable condition of getting to know others” 
(p.31). He also describes the narrow approach we often have to conducting research: “the 
thinking and way of life of three-quarters of the world’s population still remains – as in the 
nineteenth century -  in the hands of a narrow group of specialists: anthropologists, 
ethnographers, travellers and journalists” (p.60). In discussing the philosophy of Emmanuel 
Lévinas, he delves into the nature of the relationship with, and the perception of, the Other: “He 
says you must not only meet the Other, accept him, and converse with him, but you must also 
take responsibility for him…the Other has a face, and it is a sacred book in which good is 
recorded” (p.35). In this narrative, Kapuściński varies from much of Post-Colonial Theory 
literature to advocate for particular values to guide professional work in which we encounter ‘the 
Other’, thus encouraging praxis. 
African Independence Leaders: Kwame Nkrumah and Julius Nyrere. In addition to 
scholars within academia, intellectuals and theorists were also found among post-colonial leaders 
in independence movements. Key examples from the African continent include Kwame 
Nkrumah of Ghana, and Julius Nyerere of Tanzania. Their work remained influential in the post-
colonial era, challenging the governance practices of colonial administrators, while also 
proposing new ways of governing and thinking for the new states that had been formed.  
 In Consciencism, Nkrumah (1964) explores the utility and history of philosophy, tracking 




encounter a philosophy in their education that was an abstract representation of the realities that 
they were immersed in. He acknowledges to the reader that he counts himself amongst a group 
of “ordinary Africans, who, animated by a lively national consciousness, sought knowledge as an 
instrument of national emancipation and integrity…in order that their cultural acquisition should 
be valuable, they needed to be capable of appreciating it as free men” (p.4). Nkrumah warns of 
some of the dangers that accompany philosophy, namely that “philosophy could very easily 
come to be divorced from human life…And yet the early history of philosophy shows it to have 
had living roots in human life and human society” (p.29). The importance of connecting 
philosophy and practice was an integral part of the text, is emphasized in Nkrumah’s concluding 
chapter on consciencism. He writes, “practice without thought is blind; thought without practice 
is empty…social revolution must therefore have, standing firmly behind it, an intellectual 
revolution” (p.78). Although Nkrumah does not center his work specifically on a binary of 
subjects in the way that other post-colonial scholars do, he does more so reference a binary in 
ideology and philosophy: Colonialists/West – Colonial subjects/African revolution. One of the 
key contributions that Nkrumah makes is in introducing the formerly colonized as participatory 
subjects that were actively working to build their new countries. He presses this point by 
introducing the guiding principle of (philosophical) consciencism in his book, which he defines 
as “the map in intellectual terms of the disposition of forces which will enable African society to 
digest the Western and the Islamic and the Euro-Christian elements in Africa, and develop them 
in such a way that they fit into the African personality….in which progress is forged out of the 
conflict in that conscience” (p.79). In laying out this definition for the reader, Nkrumah makes it 
clear that colonization is not the end of the story; what happens now is up to the citizens of 




 Nyerere’s work was also influential in proposing new ideas for governance and thinking, 
particularly in moving towards a more socialist structure. In a policy booklet titled Education for 
Self-Reliance, Nyerere (1967) argues for the need to create a new education system in the post-
colonial era that allows citizens to meet their basic needs, and that also reflects the values and 
goals of the Tanzanian people rather than that of their former colonial rulers. The essay begins 
with noting that contrary to colonial impressions, pre-colonial education did exist, albeit in non-
institutional forms. He writes, “They learned by living and doing. In the homes and on the farms 
they were taught the skills of the society, and the behavior expected of its members…every adult 
was a teacher to a greater or lesser degree” (para. 5) Similar to Nkrumah, Nyerere does not use a 
central binary with which to focus his discussion. Rather, his subject is that of the Tanzanian 
people, and the object is the country they intend to build. However, the primary focus is that of 
Tanzania and its people. As a means of stressing the “self-reliance” of the country’s citizens, the 
argument is put forth that creating a culturally relevant curriculum ensures the engagement of 
students, as well as the completion of their schooling. Nyerere emphasizes that in leaving behind 
colonial markers of governance, it is imperative that the post-colonial system does not lead to 
“the continuation of those inequalities and privileges” (para. 66), so that the country would be 
able “to create a socialist society which is based on three principles: equality and respect for 
human dignity; sharing of the resources which are produced by our efforts; work by everyone 
and exploitation by none” (para. 15). Nyerere makes a concerted effort to emphasize the need to 
tie schools to the communities in which they function, and make education applicable to lives led 
in both urban and rural communities. The values of the knowledge that elders possess is seen as 





 Stuart Hall. Jamaican-British scholar, Stuart Hall, provided Post-Colonial Theory with a 
perspective from cultural studies. Hall’s (1996) focus in his article, When was the post-colonial? 
Thinking at the limit, was to explore the parameters of “post-colonial” as outlined in the 
discourse. Specifically, Hall interrogates “If post-colonial time is the time after colonialism, and 
colonialism is defined in terms of the binary division between the colonisers and the colonized, 
why is post-colonial time also a time of ‘difference’? What sort of ‘difference’ is this and what 
are its implications” (p.242) as outlined in the discourse. The discussion presented brings into 
play the potential elitism of Post-Colonial Theory, and considers that “political positionalities are 
not fixed and do not repeat themselves from one historical situation to the next” (p.244). Hall 
takes a more epistemological approach to his questions in drawing from the works of other 
scholars for his discussion, and points out that perceiving “post-colonial” exclusively as a 
temporal marker is inherently problematic, as is relying on a rigid binary. If used to mark a 
period of time, what happens to the colonizer-colonized binary in the post-colonial era, in which 
these labels are rendered historical? Specifically, what happens to the binaries and terminology 
in the contemporary era if they are dependent on the existence of colonization? In response to 
these critiques, Hall advocates for interpreting “post-colonial” as a process as opposed to a 
period of time. He writes, “What the concept may help us to do is to describe or characterize the 
shift in global relations which marks the (necessarily uneven) transition from the age of Empires 
to the post-independence or post-decolonisation moment” (p.246). In referencing the binaries 
used to label the colonial period, Hall cautions against seeing them as rigid and absolute 
categories. Rather they are complex and operate on different levels of power. 
 With a meta approach to examining the discourse, Hall (1996) alludes to and 




issue himself. As a result, no particular boundaries are presented for the binary, just the 
acknowledgement that they are diverse and not static. Furthermore, in this essay Hall is not 
necessarily concerned with the actual distributions of power, but rather the semantics 
surrounding them. 
 Mahmood Mamdani. The work of scholar Mahmood Mamdani has been critical in 
tracing contemporary events to their colonial origins. Through a number of publications, 
Mamdani (2012; 2011; 1996)  urges us to reconsider how the colonized have been constructed 
on a particular trajectory that was determined by colonial administrators. 
In Mamdani’s (2012) text, Define and Rule, based on lectures he conducted at Harvard 
University, he critiques the binaries with which colonial theorists and rulers used to justify their 
approach to administration. Perhaps in being able to map the roots of differences in the 
overarching binary that guides the text - that of West-East – colonizers could then implement an 
approach to governance that was strategic in achieving their aim to establish a “native” elite that 
could be manipulated to reduce the burden of governance. Within this discussion, he identifies 
and elaborates on the sub-binaries that support this ideology. Primarily, he delves into how 
customary and civil laws manifested and were implemented within British colonies in Africa. 
While civil law was characterized as enabling sovereignty, and being responsive, progressive, 
secular and generalizable. This contrasted with customary law which was seen as stagnant, often 
tied to religion or traditions, and non-homogenous in that it varied by ethnic group. The 
consequence of this was that, 
Enforcing tradition became a way of entrenching colonial power. The fact is that colonial 
powers were the first political fundamentalists of the modern period. They were the first 




original and pure tradition, whether religious or ethnic; and two, that every colonized 
group must be made to return to that original condition, and that the return must be 
enforced by law. (p.50) 
The creation of this binary was used as a tool of oppression by restricting mobility, access to 
justice and rights, and the ability to evolve freely over time. 
 Mamdani (2012) also broaches the subject of methodology in research and 
problematizing the positionality of the researcher. Rather than becoming stuck with the 
limitations, “the way out was to be conscious of the categories, conceptions, and assumptions 
that inform history-writing. The way out of the problem is to become conscious of the problem” 
(p.91). In this regard, we are encouraged to “meet” and engage with limitations that arise during 
research, rather than silencing or explaining them away. 
 The Empire Writes Back. Aside from much of the theoretical discussions on Post-
Colonial Theory, there is a minimal body of work that directly engages with and applies the 
theory to a particular subject in practice. One of the few ways in which this does occur is through 
literature studies. A notable example is The Empire Writes Back, a collaborative volume 
produced by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (2002), a group of Australian and 
American scholars. This text is often referenced as a part of the foundational materials that 
constitute Post-Colonial Theory. While the chapters engage with literature spanning the globe, 
the authors themselves are primarily from the West, presenting the risk that the analysis provided 
contain inherent limitations. Furthermore, its applicability to this particular project is limited as it 
explores a different field of study. Nevertheless, it warrants consideration, and the applicable 




 To begin, the authors clarify that they define Post-Colonial Theory as “all the culture 
affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day” (Ashcroft, 
Griffiths & Tiffin, 2002, p.2). The last chapter, Re-thinking the post-colonial: post-colonialism in 
the twenty-first century, expands the book beyond its original publication and in a more recent 
version makes a hurried attempt to explore the impact of Post-Colonial Theory in other fields 
and contexts. The authors note the importance of the “recuperation and re-acknowledgement of 
the pre-colonial” (p.195). They also purport an inclusive approach to the subjects of Post-
Colonial Theory, including those that fall outside of the traditional binary but were impacted by 
colonialism regardless, such as settlers. Furthermore, they also reject a rigid definition of Post-
Colonial Theory that allocates it only as a time period; instead, similar to Hall (1996), they view 
it as a “process in which colonized societies participate over a long period, through different 
phases and modes of engagement with the colonizing power, during and after the actual period of 
direct colonial rule” (p.195). The authors also voice concern that as Post-Colonial Theory 
expands beyond its original home in literary studies to other fields, it risks losing its original 
goals and values. 
  
Development of Subaltern Studies as a Field 
Trajectory from Existing Frameworks. There are four main strands of thought that 
emerge as the beginnings of a tension from which Subaltern Studies evolves from. These 
include: Post-Colonial Theory, Marxist thought, nationalism, as well as ‘History from Below’. 
According to the literature examined, it is the limitations found within these strands that 
propelled the Subaltern Studies framework to be created. Below are the primary weaknesses 
found within each of these models that Subaltern Studies sought to either address, or at the very 




that these newer frameworks perpetuated some of the same features of colonial/orientalist 
thought, or institutionalized new power structures that sustained a new national elite. At other 
times, they seemed to serve a political agenda more so than a radically new approach to theory, 
as,  
the expectations of theory called for in the 1970s only ever achieved the status of a 
radical paradigm in which the work of history was taken as a strategy of political 
advocacy…the study of Africa had little consequence to the altering of the 
epistemologies of the nineteenth century that had placed Africa in the position of colonial 
object in the first place. (Lalu, 2008, para. 14) 
 
The disconnection between practice (politics) and theory here allows for the perpetuation 
of colonial tendencies to go unchecked, highlighting the need to keep pushing further for 
frameworks to evolve.  
 
Post-colonial theory. The previous section has established a foundation of Post-Colonial 
Theory that illustrates the wide variety of perspectives, authors and experiences that are relayed. 
When Post-Colonial Theory emerged, it presented scholars, particularly those in the West, with a 
radically new tool with which to approach their work. Over time however, some limitations in 
the ability of the framework to capture both the historical and contemporary era have been 
observed. 
 One of the key critiques of Post-Colonial Theory is that is has remained theoretical 
(Sylvester, 1999), even though the need for better informed policy and programming remains so 
significant. This may be partially attributed to the fact that it originally emerged as a framework 




disciplines has not led to significant strides to programming and policy uses of the framework. 
This limitation inherently limits the applicability and value of Post-Colonial Theory. Nkrumah 
(1964) describes this in his imploration that practice that is not guided with philosophy or theory 
remains “blind” or uninformed. Similarly, theory without subsequent practice remains empty 
rhetoric. Gramsci (1989) and Freire (2006) introduce the notion of praxis in their respective 
works to provide a mechanism for joining the two, allowing for reflective and informed practice, 
and challenge oppressive structures. These authors, in conjunction with Apple and Buras (2006), 
warn that leaving praxis out of the equation results in the perpetuation of the same oppressive 
tactics and hegemonic structures that they allege to resist.  
 Christine Sylvester (1999) moves the discussion of the disconnect to the context of 
development studies, alleging that Post-Colonial Theory’s lack of engagement in this area is 
particularly problematic. She writes, “development studies does not tend to listen to the subaltern 
and postcolonial studies does not tend to concern itself with whether the subaltern is eating” 
(p.703). She alludes that one possibility for this is that Post-Colonial Theory tends to look 
towards history, and does not engage with contemporary phenomenon to the extent that it could.  
The repercussions of the disconnect are not one-sided; development practitioners that 
would benefit from this framework and the knowledge it produces, could end up doing more 
harm than good in their approach to their work without a framework to critique their practice. It 
is argued that many of the different approaches to development that have emerged since World 
War II are merely variations of the same Western hegemonic ideology. Post-Colonial Theory’s 
rejection of Western assumptions and oppressive values could have been particularly useful in 
challenging such practices, and also proposing new models of thought that recognized the 




programs and aid. The humanizing individual narratives are often ignored in favor of generalized 
theoretical considerations, particularly outside of (fictional) literature studies. This is noted by 
Sylvester in her article, and she states that “In postcolonial studies, voices of everyday people are 
not gathered so much as analysed when they peek out of imaginative literatures by Third World 
authors” (p.713). This tunnel-vision approach to Post-Colonial Theory also creates the grounds 
for the framework to “rapidly become self-referential” (p.714). In avoiding the majority of 
subaltern that reside in rural areas of Third World countries, “its concerns cannot readily be 
translated into action on the ground and its oppositional stance does not have much purchase on 
the power imbalances between North and South” (p.715). Sylvester (1999) alludes that these 
limitations arise in the framework as a result of the fact that many of the scholars that utilize it 
are based in the West: “one is not often living in and among the people one’s work is meant to 
represent, make visible, and/or help” (p.715). In response, Post-Colonial Theory remains largely 
silent on these issues other than generalized and vague references; it is Third World scholars who 
have taken on the burden of critiquing the structural adjustment policies imposed in their 
countries, but unfortunately their writings are not attributed the same leverage and access as that 
of their Western counterparts.  
 Lastly, a consistent trend within Post-Colonial Theory is to present an absolute binary in 
which identities are considered static, and as a result so are the flows of power, as well as the 
geographical and temporal parameters. This reinforces the idea that there are only two possible 
identities, and an individual will only fall into one category. In maintaining rigid parameters, 
they “conceal intertwined histories and engagements across dichotomies…[and] edit, suppress, 
and marginalize everything that upsets founding values” (Prakash, 1994, p.1486). Later works in 




viewing it as a process instead; this allows analysis to not be restricted by time, but rather be 
inclusive of different time periods that relate to colonization (Hall, 1996; Ashcroft, Griffiths & 
Tiffin, 2002). A rigid binary also reinforces the idea that power flows in one direction, from the 
elite to the subaltern. This renders invisible acts of agency and resistance on the part of the 
subaltern, particularly when they exist outside of the structures and spaces of the elite.  
Nationalism. Nationalism became prevalent in the era following World War II when new 
nation-states were being formed. It contributed to a new way of thinking as it “transformed the 
object of knowledge – India – from passive to active, from inert to sovereign, capable of relating 
to History and Reason” (Prakash, 1990, p.388). Although Nationalism literature (in India) 
presented the country as a sovereign entity with agency, it also perpetuated some of the 
limitations of ‘Orientalist’ approaches to historiography, namely the treatment that India was 
constituted of an undivided mass, and secondly that India was ‘backwards’ and in need of 
modernization (although at the hands of its own elite rather than that of the colonizers). Also 
problematic was the practice of scholars to ignore the implications and influence of their own 
role in the research process (Prakash, 1990). In this regard it maintained the “Reason and 
Progress” origins that fueled colonial mentality (Prakash, 1994). 
 In records and analyses of nationalist movements, those that participated are often 
represented as a collective and homogenous mass, ignoring the diversity that inherently exists in 
any group. Within an Indian context, the focus of many Subaltern Studies scholars, the subaltern 
were often treated as a unified mass even though there were numerous fragments in the struggle 
for independence, and several minority groups existed with their own demands and tactics of 
rebellion. In reference to nationalism, Kapuściński (2008) identifies it as a mechanism for further 




racism, is a tool for identifying and classifying that is used by my Other at any opportunity. It is 
a crude, primitive tool that oversimplifies and trivializes one’s image of the Other, because for 
the nationalist the person of the Other has just one single feature – national affiliation” (p.55). 
We know from independence movements that the demands made by the colonized are diverse 
and extend beyond that of national affiliation – thus, restricting interpretation to Nationalist 
thought presents a limited view of what actually occurred.  
 Furthermore, the treatment of the subaltern as a mass tends to elevate the national elite 
that were viewed as the leaders of such movements, and minimizes the role of the subaltern who 
were often responsible for taking on the burden of the labor and risks involved. It misportrays the 
way in which power and agency is distributed by creating the image of “the indigenous elite 
mobilising the ‘Indian people’ and leading them from subjugation to freedom” (Macdonald, 
2009, p.60). It also silenced divergent narratives and insurgencies during the independence 
movement, as scholars exposed evidence that “nationalist leaders would suppress with a heavy 
hand peasants’ or workers’ tendency to exceed the self-imposed limits of the nationalist political 
agenda” (Chakrabarty, 2000, p.13). This then leads to a perpetuation of power dynamics from the 
colonial period into the post-colonial period. Consequently, the elite are able to take credit for 
the agency and mobilization of the subaltern (Prakash, 1994).      
 Marxism. Many of the scholars that helped to create the foundation of Subaltern Studies 
drew inspiration from Marxism, as a response to capitalist and neocolonial structures that were 
being imposed in their countries in the post-colonial era. In responding to nationalist approaches, 
it inserted diversity according to class into analysis, and disagreed with the unified perception 
that was promoted (Prakash, 1990). Although Marxism is not outright rejected within the 




assumptions that arise in Marxist thought. One of the key points of contention were the factors of 
religion and caste which featured prominently at all levels of Indian society (Macdonald, 2009; 
Ludden, 2002). Marxism tended to be dismissive of these aspects of society that created diversity 
viewing them as a weakness, even though it is impossible to understand and have clarity 
regarding both the subaltern and elite in India without incorporating religion and caste into 
readings and analyses. Nkrumah (1964) captures the complexity of this dilemma when he writes, 
“People who are most aggressively religious are the poorer people; for, in accordance with 
Marxist analysis religion in social, and contemporary religious forms and practices have their 
main root in the social depression of workers” (p.13). Its dismissal of complex features of 
identity, such as caste and religion in India, meant that scholars were “unable to gather vital 
historical data from lived experiences of various oppressed classes, which were submerged in 
religious and social customs” (Biswas, 2009, p.200). If the context is incomplete or is not 
captured accurately, how can any solutions, programs, policies or decisions made be effective 
and challenge the hegemonic practices they critique? 
 The second problematic concept that is promoted by Marxist scholars is the idea that 
subaltern ‘peasants’ participate in feudal or pre-capitalist economic practices. This further limits 
the knowledge created around the subaltern as “this strategy cannot historicize the emergence of 
a modern, colonial-capitalist Indian nation because it does not displace the categories framed in 
and by that history” (Prakash, 1990, p.399). Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) succinctly summarizes 
nationalism’s limitations in this regard from the perspective of Subaltern Studies: “There is a 
respectable tendency in Marxist or liberal scholarship to read undemocratic relationships – or 
personalized systems of authority and practices of deification – as survivals of a precapitalist era, 




of the subaltern; while the Marxist model saw ‘peasantry’ as a category that should be eliminated 
through economic progression, Gramsci advocated instead for us to view the subaltern as playing 
a “vital role…as a distinct group within the subaltern division…as a social, cultural and political 
force aware of its distinct consciousness of subalternity” (Louai, 2012, p.5-6). Furthermore, this 
assumption is based on a capitalist model in which ‘peasants’ lack consciousness, and need to 
work forward in the economic phases in order to gain progress. This perspective is dismissive of 
the consciousness, agency, and resistance that is documented throughout history among 
‘peasants’ in response to hegemony in different forms. It also centralizes focus on the (under) 
development of India and other colonial contexts, as opposed to their contributions (Prakash, 
1990). 
 These critiques highlight the ways in which Marxist thought can at times be disconnected 
from the realities of the subaltern that they purport to advocate for. Rather than engaging with 
the life experiences of the subaltern ‘peasants’, it “viewed it as a mere form and a stage in the 
development of revolutionary consciousness” (Prakash, 1994, p.1477). Indian scholars that 
contributed to the early works of Subaltern Studies viewed “Marxist analysis as too fixed and 
abstract for the complex realities of India” (Lee, 2005, p.7). Furthermore it maintained a 
historical context that “universalized Europe’s historical experience” (Prakash, 1994, p.1475).  
 History from Below. ‘History from below’ scholars, primarily based in the United 
Kingdom, purported to present historical accounts from the perspective of the subaltern. 
Subaltern Studies based in India initially drew guidance from this approach to (re)visit histories. 
However, similar to Marxist scholars, ‘history from below’ scholars viewed these mechanisms of 
culture and mobilization as ‘pre-political’ (Chakrabarty, 2000) and ‘pre-capitalist’, and therefore 




life lacked “consciousness”. It was purported that progressing in a capitalist model would 
transform the ‘peasant’ to citizen (Chakrabarty, 2000). Ironically, while practicing an analytical 
approach that sought to empower the subaltern, they continued to prescribe to beliefs that viewed 
them as inherently incapacitated. This ignores the instances of agency and resistance that were 
evident among “peasants”, but are often muted in the parameters of a capitalist economic model.   
The Gender Disparity. What is particularly striking in all of the works presented in 
relation to Post-Colonial Theory, despite the extensive foundation of post-colonial publications 
available today, is the prominent lack of the female voice. The literature that is often noted as the 
advent of Post-Colonial Theory, is primarily produced by male scholars. This leads to further 
support for the criticism that there is a lack of acknowledgement and discussion of the multiple 
identities that fall within the binaries. The oppressed and colonized do not merely exist in a 
vacuum – they are composed of community members, women, children, local leaders, etc. Also, 
we know that women played critical roles in both the colonial and post-colonial period, through 
resistance, labor and love. 
Trajectory to Subaltern Studies Collective 
In 1982, Ranajit Guha released the first edited volume in a series that would serve as the 
foundational reference texts for the Subaltern Studies Collective, which had been established 
amongst a group of South Asian scholars. In the first publication, Subaltern Studies I: Writings 
on South Asian History and Society, Guha (1982) writes “The aim of the present collection of 
essays, the first of a series, is to promote a systematic and informed discussion of subaltern 
themes in the field of South Asian studies, and thus help to rectify the elitist bias” (p.vii). He 
continues his introduction to the text by establishing the definition of subaltern that permeates 
this series, “that is ‘of inferior rank’…will be used in these pages as a name for the general 




caste, age, gender and office or in any other way” (p.vii). In this regard, Guha formalizes an 
inclusive approach to defining the subaltern and analysis of power that expanded on the 
terminology initially established by Gramsci. In doing so, he also broke it free from the 
constraints of post-colonial binaries, as well as the parameters of class, time and space, as had 
been imposed by other existing frameworks.  
Subaltern Studies’ Response to Limitations. The strengths that Subaltern Studies 
brings to academia are a result of its trajectory from other frameworks; without these strands, 
there would not have been a context from which to further evolve and address the limitations 
identified earlier.  
One area in which Subaltern Studies makes a significant contribution is in addressing the 
gender disparity apparent in the foundational texts of Post-Colonial Theory. Not only are many 
of the scholars female, but so are the subject matters utilized for illustration. Select scholars, such 
as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, (1988; 2010) have highlighted this issue and present 
comprehensive arguments detailing the ways in which gender is still invisible in academic 
analysis, and the implications this discrepancy has for scholarly work. Thus, Subaltern Studies 
provides the space to discuss such limitations, and encourages academics to consider gender as 
one of the modes in which oppression and agency occur. 
By incorporating the narratives of the oppressed, Subaltern Studies attempts to move 
beyond a theoretical understanding of what occurs compared to Post-Colonial Theory. This 
humanizes experiences, compared to previous accounts of events which perpetuated the idea that 
in many of the modernization and economic models the ‘Third World’ was perceived as places 
where “there were no people, no complex identities or psychologies in ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’ 




In its trajectory from the existing frameworks identified above, “the Subaltern project is 
somewhat different because while it rescues the subaltern from the will of the colonial or 
nationalist elite, it also claims autonomy for the subaltern consciousness” (Prakash, 1990, p.400). 
In doing this, it also inherently refutes the idea of Nationalist and Marxist generalizations that the 
subaltern are a united and homogenous mass, an image of India that Subaltern Studies scholars 
argue has never existed in reality (Chakrabarty, 2000). Instead, Subaltern Studies scholars 
respond by “accusing colonialist, nationalist, and Marxist interpretations of robbing the common 
people of their agency, [and creating] a new approach to restore history to the subordinated” 
(Prakash, 1994, p.1477).  
 While Subaltern Studies is at times critiqued for its lack of a clear mandate, from a 
different perspective its openness and flexibility can be perceived as a strength: “intellectual 
cohesiveness has never been a main concern for Subaltern Studies…The project should be 
viewed as an evolving dialogue, a cautionary tale that works against seeking resolute answer and 
instead privileges the spirit of keeping the ‘conversation’ open” (Macdonald, 2009, p.60). 
 One of the significant contributions that Subaltern Studies made to the elimination of 
rigid binaries and the temporal parameters they reinforce, was to move beyond viewing the elite 
as only colonial. In acknowledging that new elites had emerged in the post-colonial era, often 
times produced or maintained by colonialism, the discourse was broadened to better reflect the 
actual power dynamics that had manifested. This also allowed for greater recognition of the 
control that elites, whether foreign or national, have over the production of knowledge, 
inherently biasing the work produced in intellectual circles (Louai, 2012). This control over 





 A key critique of previous frameworks, such as Marxism, was the treatment of the 
subaltern as a homogenous mass, and viewed power and capital as inseparable in such a way that 
they were reproduced consistently. It was assumed that if India followed a Marxist model, its 
economic and political progress would be predictable and inevitable. In Dipesh Chakrabarty’s 
(2000) work, he discusses one of Ranjit Guha’s arguments that serves as Subaltern Studies’ 
response to assertions in Marxist thought. Guha argues that power and capitalism should be 
considered separately, and it should not be assumed to share a causal relationship. Chakrabarty 
writes that Guha’s work urges us to consider that “the global history of capitalism does not have 
to reproduce everywhere the same history of power…power is not a dependent variable, with 
capital playing the role of an independent one” (p.20). Additionally, in adopting the term 
“subaltern” which includes multiple forms of identities and relationships, research into power 
from a Subaltern Studies perspective is able to extend beyond capital and labor compared to 
previous frameworks (Novetske & Patton, 2007). 
Subaltern Studies and African Studies 
Subaltern Studies is often considered of in the context of South Asia, but has not been 
explored extensively in relation to specific African countries or the continent as a whole. Since 
the establishment of the Collective, discussions of Subaltern Studies have spread minimally to 
Latin America and Africa, particularly in the 1990’s. In 1997, the University of Cape Town 
hosted a conference titled ‘Problematising History and Agency: From Nationalism to 
Subalternity’ (Jeppie, 1998), but little evidence is available that this sparked a new avenue of 
writing in African Studies. It is possible that writings that would align with the values observed 
in subaltern studies do exist widely, but prefer to use varying terminology to describe the 
phenomenon, and do not subscribe to this particular framework formally. For example, Moses 




Bulawayo, Colonial Zimbabwe, 1894-1939. Beyond the title, Chikowero’s references to 
Subaltern Studies are elusive, although his approach to analysis aims to challenge historical 
narratives which are skewed in the favor of colonial settlers, while also recognizing the agency 
of the subaltern that are the subject of his study. While it is unclear from academic writings why 
the conjunction of these approaches and areas of study are sparse, arguments can be made to 
illustrate the value in exploring the possibility of adopting Subaltern Studies as a viable 
framework in African Studies, particularly for studies such as this one. 
Christopher Lee. One of the key articles that examined the two fields in relation to each 
other, among only a handful of published literature, was Christopher Lee’s journal article 
Subaltern Studies and African Studies published in 2005. Although it is a short article, it remains 
the only academic piece that comprehensively examines the relationship and possibilities 
between the two fields of study. Lee traces the advent of the terminology into the political sphere 
in Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, and delves into the development of the Subaltern Collective and 
its corresponding publications. He narrates some of the political divides that have permeated 
Subaltern Studies, but rather than presenting them as weaknesses, he notes that the presence and 
embracing of such divides are exactly what makes Subaltern Studies so powerful for scholars 
and their subjects of study alike. In this regard, the “infidelity of Subaltern Studies to any single 
framework” (p.8) permits readers the freedom to thoroughly explore points of contention; this 
type of freedom is an imperative tool for scholars to possess when researching and creating new 
schemas in knowledge.  
In relation to African Studies in particular, Lee (2005) writes “The empirical conditions 
of Africa have not always fit easily into imported interpretive frameworks” (p.5). While African 




examples of scholars utilizing other aspects of Gramsci’s work, including the notion of 
hegemony, and there remain “parallels between African social history and Subaltern Studies” 
(p.5) in how scholars have approached revisiting the work of British historians, and brought the 
agency of non-elites to the forefront of literature.  
Similarly, while the framework as a whole has not been adopted in totality, the use of the 
term “subaltern”, in sporadic publications within African Studies, has emerged since the 1990s, 
as a means of describing the oppressed and subordinated. Lee (2005) cites the work of Clifton 
Crais as an example, and the work of Frederick Cooper which discusses both the value and 
limitations of adopting the “subaltern” category. Additionally, Lee introduces the edited volume 
by Dagmar Engels and Shula Marks (1994) titled Contesting Colonial Hegemony: State and 
Society in Africa and India, which includes work by key subaltern studies scholars. Such 
comparative approaches are also evident in the body of literature, but run the risk of creating 
gross generalizations of a continent and region/country. 
Jimmy Kandeh and the Armed Subaltern. In the field of political science, Jimmy 
Kandeh’s (2004) book Coups from Below: Armed Subalterns and State Power in West Africa is a 
unique text relating to the subaltern framework. Kandeh’s book begins with contextualizing the 
subaltern within the militariat, and then delves into specific case studies including: Ghana, 
Liberia, Burkina Faso, Sierra Leone, and the Gambia. In the field of Subaltern Studies, this is a 
unique approach as it returns to the original military context in which the term “subaltern” was 
borrowed. Kandeh notes that in his book he covers the themes of “changing dynamics of military 
coups…subaltern coups and dictatorships…and the relationship between armed subalterns and 




Kandeh’s (2004) examination within a military context presents an argument that strays 
from foundational subaltern studies texts. Although he introduces the “subaltern” discourse with 
a discussion of Gramsci’s writings and ideology, his interpretations of the work focuses on 
seeing the subaltern in a more powerless and dismissive light. Kandeh’s argument in the book is 
that the “armed subaltern in West Africa represent a retrograde political force that is more likely 
to terrorize society and felonize the state than rescue the latter from decomposition or establish 
legitimate political institutions” (p.3). In appears here that even the armed subalterns, who he 
perceives as being higher in power and consciousness than ‘peasants’, are not free from 
Kandeh’s skepticism of their agency and utility. The perspective and critiques of the subaltern 
provided seem to be more aligned with a traditional Marxist perspective that acknowledges 
oppression and inequities in power, but views the subaltern capabilities and consciousness as 
inherently limited by virtue of historical events, class status, and skills. What is particularly 
interesting is Kandeh’s explanation of his use of the description of “passivity” as a negative 
subaltern attribute, and notation that they “have the least voice in the politics of their states” 
(p.32).  
This choice interpretation of Kandeh’s brings to question why the agency and 
proactiveness of the subaltern necessitate the context of the state? In the context of a “nation-
state”, such as (South) Sudan, whether in the colonial, post-colonial, or present era, much of the 
activities of the subaltern occur in the separate spaces of communities which are in many ways 
disconnected from the centralized ‘state’. In fact, particularly during times of conflict, many of 
these acts of community self-determination are motivated precisely because of the absence of the 
state, as this study will show. Furthermore, the exclusion of the subaltern/communities occurs in 




discriminatory national policies, and a lack of a national infrastructure which renders avenues for 
participation inaccessible. The attribution of responsibility and blame in Kandeh’s analysis may 
in fact be perpetuating the same limitations identified in colonial, post-colonial, and Marxist 
frameworks of research, and which Subaltern Studies was designed to address. 
Kandeh (2004) identifies the “negative markers of subalternity” of African ‘peasants’ as 
“passivity, disunity, spontaneity and the absence of collective consciousness” (p.32). He also 
notes that peasants have limited leverage in revolting against the elite compared to other 
subaltern groups such as workers or armed subalterns. In deconstructing this statement, it 
becomes evident it holds assumptions that are problematic. The same markers that are listed here 
can also be attributed to diversity within the subaltern, which is inevitable in any group that is 
large enough. Kandeh actually goes on to write, “Diversity of social composition and political 
repression also stifle the political formation of workers” (p.32), indicating that he perceives 
diversity as a weakness, in line with Marxist thought.  
Considering Kandeh’s ideas within the context of South Sudan, the mobilization of 
smaller armed groups was often determined around existing power structures in clans, pressure 
on locally available resources, as well as geographic parameters. As a result, the evolution and 
nature of armed “consciousness” was diverse and relevant to the specific community. To demand 
“unity” is more in line with a nationalist approach, which in fact subjects the subaltern to local 
and national elites in analysis rather than empower them. The book notes the negative trait of the 
“absence of collective consciousness…Subaltern consciousness is, from a Gramscian 
perspective, inherently fragmentary and contradictory. Subalterns are said to have no “clear 




Kandeh (2004) distinguishes peasants from “armed regulars who occupy a position in the 
class structure analogous to workers” (p. 32) noting that the coups and mutinies conducted by 
armed subalterns indicate that not all members of the group are submissive. In this regard, the 
author values resistance and agency through armed movements, but does not discuss alternative 
forms found among other subaltern groups. Kandeh states clearly that “the militariat is arguably 
the least passive of subaltern groups” and “have been anything but bystanders in the politics of 
West African states” (p.34). What the author’s analysis ignores is the significant overlap in 
subaltern identities across strata that exist between peasants, workers and ‘armed regulars’, 
particularly in countries that have experienced both a civil war and post-independence 
development/construction periods. Citizens and communities from all subaltern groups become 
involved in civil wars in some capacity, such as providing male youth to staff armed groups, or 
food to sustain movements. Ironically, today millions of dollars in aid are invested in South 
Sudan, as well as the other case study countries that Kandeh’s book investigates, in order to 
disarm and demilitarize the subaltern, while also supporting subsistence agriculture initiatives, 
which indicates the value placed on unarmed subaltern groups in the contemporary era. 
Perhaps in the end the most significant lessons that we retrieve from Kandeh’s book is 
that it is impossible and unwise to generalize and underestimate the subaltern, and there is still 
much work for researchers to do. As a result, the book leaves more questions than answers for 
this study on South Sudan’s subaltern groups, and warrants further study. 
Subaltern Studies and Education 
 As minimal as literature on Subaltern Studies and African Studies is, it is even rarer to 
find Subaltern Studies work within the field of education. One of the first concerted efforts to 
record the efforts of Subaltern Studies in education appears in the volume The Subaltern Speak: 




(2006). The book is organized into three sections: a discussion of which voices are present when 
the subaltern speak, an examination of the framework in a U.S. national context, and a final 
section which examines international contexts including Taiwan, Brazil and Puerto Rico. 
 The editors state that their goal with the volume is “to illustrate the complexities of the 
contests among differentially empowered groups to influence the construction of knowledge and 
appropriation of resources in the arena of education. We especially aim to highlight the 
possibilities for and limitations of subaltern agency” (Apple & Buras, 2006, p.3). They elaborate 
on the contributions of their co-authors by stating that the volume also documents “the struggles 
of dominant and subaltern groups to define what counts as knowledge and to appropriate 
political, economic, cultural, and social resources in a range of educational contexts” (p.6). In 
doing so, it helps to expand the Subaltern Studies framework by pushing the boundaries on how 
we view and interpret knowledge. 
The authors delve into Gramsci’s work to present the foundation of Subaltern Studies that 
guide their work. In referring to Gramsci’s discussion of hegemony, Apple and Buras (2006) 
remind us that oppressive strategies were never completely disconnected in planning from the 
subjects that they sought to oppress. Rather, they engaged with the subaltern in order to be more 
effective, and “consciousness or subjectivity…constituted a battleground on which the powerful 
maneuvered to defend their position within the existing order” (p.4). While the risk of 
consciousness being co-opted is evident, the authors also remind us that this is the very same 
space in which liberation occurs. If we consider this point in the context of the absolute binaries 
that are purported by other theoretical frameworks, it becomes apparent that such rigid 




“subalternity does not always mean political and educational progressivism” (p.23), and in 
contrast to nationalist approaches, resistance and agency manifest in diverse ways. 
One of the most profound points that the authors make in relation to Gramsci’s work is in 
reference to his argument that we are all intellectuals; intellectual participation and 
consciousness is available to all (Apple & Buras, 2006). This refutes previous models which 
place “peasants” outside of the phases of economic growth and political engagement, and 
situates consciousness as a process they should aspire to. Within the field of education, Apple 
and Buras’ argument here reinforces Freire’s (2006) belief that students are also able to access 
and possess this power and knowledge, not just teachers. 
In explaining the importance of considering the field of education in political struggles, 
Apple and Buras (2006) explain that the tensions observed in education are often “connected to 
conflict in larger economic, political, and cultural arenas” (p.12). Both globalization and 
neoliberalism are growing increasingly popular as topics in education research and planning, but 
we are cautioned to remember their confluence with the development of neocolonial tendencies 
in contemporary education systems. In addition to expanding the way that we think about the 
subaltern to include their agency and diversity, the authors hope that their work contributes to 
efforts to challenge “conservative hegemony” as it appears in educational systems, and support 
the development of a “radically democratic new order” (p.22). 
 In speaking to scholars, Apple and Buras (2006) argue that much of radical thought 
remains “rhetoric” and disconnected from practice, and hinders our ability to contribute to 
effective progress in practice. They state that it is important to “have less romantic visions of the 
issues surrounding the politics of subalternity so that more effective tactical and strategic 




align themselves with Nkrumah (1964), Freire (2006), Gramsci (1989) and others that argue 
philosophy and theory gain their utility when they are connected to our social realities and 
influence practice through praxis. To conclude their volume, the authors return to answer 
Spivak’s question of whether the subaltern can speak by emphasizing the heterogeneity and 
complexity in subaltern experiences: “Within unequal relations of power and disparate 
educational struggles, there are a range of limits and possibilities” (p.282). 
Critiques of Subaltern Studies 
Can the Subaltern Speak? One of the most common, but misunderstood, points of 
contention within Subaltern Studies draws from Spivak’s (1988) article, Can the subaltern 
speak? The most simplistic interpretation of this article questions whether or not those that 
would be labeled “subaltern” have the ability to speak, and the author ultimately determines that 
they are not able to. However, the path that Spivak charts in her article is far more complex than 
this. The popular and brief summation of her work leaves out the critical discussions of history, 
hegemony, culture, power distribution, the elitism of scholars, and the heterogeneity of the 
subaltern. It also significantly underestimates the agency of the subaltern; it could be argued that 
the very existence of the subaltern is a manner of speaking.  
 The generalized interpretation referenced in many literature reviews of Subaltern Studies 
misses some keys arguments within the narrative that Spivak shared, of an Indian woman that 
was alleged to have committed suicide. While the original essay continues to be studied by 
successive generations of scholars engaging in post-colonial and Subaltern Studies theoretical 
frameworks, her re-visiting of the narrative in a later publication is less known. In recognizing 
that the choice of words used in her original essay perhaps strayed from the intended meaning of 
the line of questioning, Spivak (2010) states that “It was an inadvisable remark” (p.2206) and she 




original essay Spivak (1988) writes: “The subaltern as female cannot be heard or read” (p.104) 
when discussing her case study narrative, bringing the listener into conversation within this 
dilemma.  In her follow-up text published over a decade later, Spivak (2010) writes:  
I think it is important to acknowledge our complicity in the muting, in order precisely to 
be more effective in the long run…I am able to read Bhubaneswari’s case, and therefore 
she has spoken in some way…All speaking, even seemingly the most immediate, entails 
a distanced decipherment by another, which is, at best, an interception. This is what 
speaking is. (p.2207) 
 The essay acknowledges that the young woman had, in the act of suicide, used her body as a 
manner of speech. In recounting how this “Speech Act” was (mis)remembered generations later, 
the author concludes that the act of speech was refused by others, thereby muting her. In this 
passage, Spivak appears to shift the burden, and rightfully so, to the listeners, the intellectuals, 
and the elite, as opposed to the subaltern. In Apple and Buras’ (2006) discussion of Spivak’s 
piece, they note that “subaltern attempts at representation and the reception of those 
representations within existing circuits of power are two very different things” (p.20); we must 
put aside hegemonic frameworks of listening and interpretation. This sentiment has been shared 
by other post-colonial writers such as Kapuściński. In advocating for our need to listen to the 
subaltern/the Other, post-colonial journalist Kapuściński (2008) writes, “we say that the world 
has become multi-ethnic and multi-cultural, not because there are more of these societies and 
cultures than before, but because they are speaking ever louder, ever more independently and 
decisively demanding to be accepted and acknowledged, and to be given a place at the round 
table of nations” (p.90). Building from this, Subaltern Studies can perhaps be perceived as a new 




The main dilemma that arises from Spivak’s original essay is: if the subaltern cannot 
speak, (or rather be heard), how can we, as the elite, record the narratives of the subaltern and re-
visit history to be able to incorporate them? Even in her follow-up essay, Spivak continues to 
impress upon the reader the concerns that arise when intellectuals and the elite, (even if now a 
national elite as opposed to a colonial one), are responsible for curating subaltern narratives. 
While Spivak does not present a concrete solution to these concerns, and it is debatable if one is 
even possible, she does provide questions and critiques for researchers to consider when working 
with the narratives of the subaltern, primarily relating to their own role in the research process. 
This dilemma highlights the need to move away from the assumption that the way in which 
mobilization and agency occur are homogenous:  
The elite political mobilization is fulfilled through appropriation of or adjustment to the 
British parliamentary institutions and laws whereas the subaltern political mobilization is 
founded on classical forms of social organization such as blood relationships and kinship, 
territoriality, traditional and tribal affiliations where popular mobilization take the form 
of peasant insurgencies and regional demonstrations. (Louai, 2012, p.6) 
 
The uncertainty that Spivak leaves us with should not necessarily be viewed as a limitation. As 
noted by Lee (2005) and other scholars (Guha, 1982), these questions and voids are tools with 
which we can strengthen our practice.  
Moving from Subordination to Agency, from Theory to Practice. One of the critiques 
of Subaltern Studies discussed in Lee’s (2005) article is that by using specific label and 
categories such as ‘subaltern’ we risk constricting and “flattening” the narratives that are 




automatically applies parameters to the subject being discussed, we can still push these 
parameters further out to be more inclusive.   
One of the concerns that became evident when examining post-colonial literature for this 
study was that they seemed to only present the subaltern in the binaries as being oppressed. Even 
their resistance and agency was framed in response to subordination. In introducing his seminal 
series, Guha (1982) notes that the scholars write with the understanding that “subordination 
cannot be understood except as one of the constitutive terms in a binary relationship of which the 
other is dominance, for ‘subaltern groups are always subject to the activity of ruling groups, even 
when they rebel and rise up’” (p.vii). This limits our ability to see the subaltern as they really are, 
and in turn perpetuates the colonial practice to diminish their presence. 
 The literature that discusses Subaltern Studies from a theoretical perspective points out 
that it is important to view the power of subalterns outside of the spaces created and maintained 
by elites, and acknowledge that they possess autonomous consciousness. This is one way in 
which we can transform the narrative of subordination to one of agency. Guha’s (1982) work on 
‘peasant’ insurgency is one example in which this is done, but there is currently little evidence of 
this being engaged by other scholars. In this regard, Subaltern Scholars are continuing some of 
the limitations that were observed in colonial literature and Post-Colonial Theory. 
 Sylvester (1999) has noted the absence of Post-Colonial Theory from development 
studies, and the same critique can be made of Subaltern Studies. Beyond examining the influence 
of imperialism (of any time period) on development, we also need to have a thorough 
understanding of the agency of the subaltern; Subaltern Studies could serve as a tool for bringing 
the self-determination that occurs in the subaltern’s spaces and their autonomous agendas to the 




(neo)colonialism and hegemonic structures exist between the West and Third World countries; to 
leave this relationship unexamined goes against the values and purpose that Subaltern Studies 
purports to contribute to scholars and practitioners alike.  
 
Contributions of Subaltern Studies to this Project 
Philosophy of Praxis. To conclude this section, we return to Gramsci’s (1989) writings, 
in which he also discusses the philosophy of praxis, emphasizing the utility that knowledge is 
attributed when it interacts with the world. Thus far, there is little evidence of attempts to 
connect subaltern studies with practice; the framework is often limited to theoretical 
considerations, at times referencing critical incidents or significant events as a mechanism for 
illustrating the exertion of power. However, given the immense sphere of international 
development programs, particularly in a post-colonial perspective, it is imperative to adapt 
Subaltern Studies in such as a way that it becomes a tool for praxis. This was noted by Christine 
Sylvester (1999) in her article which discussed the disconnect between development studies and 
Post-Colonial Theory. There is little utility in speaking of the subaltern in theory, if we do not 
also use these tools to improve our understanding of, and interactions with, the subaltern through 
research, programming and policy. This study will attempt to address this limitation by 
connecting theory (Subaltern Studies framework) with practice (South Sudan’s education 
system).  
Moving Beyond Subordination to Include Agency. Previous frameworks often tied the 
agency of the subaltern to the elites that ruled them, whether foreign or indigenous. Subaltern 
Studies argues for the space to consider that at times the subaltern exercise agency 
autonomously, and that these efforts contributed to liberation struggles (Makombe, 2011) 




grounding value of the framework, as “Subaltern Studies entered the academic scene by asserting 
the complete autonomy of lower class insurgency” and noting that Guha’s own writings 
presented peasant revolts “as completely separate from nationalism” (p.10). In making this 
separation, we are able to expand the definition of subaltern identity beyond just subordination, 
but to include resistance and autonomous agency as well. We also address one of the key 
limitations observed in Post-Colonial Theory in which the subaltern are consistently portrayed as 
the object in narratives, and instead elevate them to the level of the subject of study. Spivak 
(2010) emphasizes the need for this practice when she writes, “It is impossible to retrieve the 
woman’s voice when she was not given a subject-position from which to speak” (p.1488). 
Flexibility of Subaltern Studies. The research questions that guide this study are multi-
faceted as the research site and context in which the study is taking place is fairly complex, new 
ways of thinking are required, and comparatively, literature on South Sudan is still fairly 
minimal so there is incomplete knowledge to draw from. With so much that is unknown, and a 
lengthy history of oppression that has permeated research and evaluation practices, it is 
imperative to have a variety of tools at hand that challenge the limitations of traditional practices 
and ways of thinking, while also developing new approaches to writing, thinking and analyzing 
in research. Subaltern Studies is able to provide the flexibility to incorporate the multitude of 
tools needed for this study: 
Subaltern Studies remains active, empirically and critically, through a willingness to 
experiment with methods drawn from across regions and disciplines in order to find new 
pathways toward the past and to rethink the origins and trajectories of such fundamental 
concepts as nation, class, gender, and social power in general. Here then lies the value of 




In this regard, the Subaltern Studies framework is ideal for guiding the exploration of new 
research questions, different approaches to understanding power dynamics, and of re-interpreting 
historiographies that have been relegated to colonial pasts. Subaltern scholars are not taught to 
fear a lack of answers; rather, even the voids serve as points of discussion and paths to new 
knowledge. It is not often that academia creates spaces for scholars to openly and honestly track 
their learning and progression, and to refine their approach to questioning and analysis in 
response to new knowledge. In creating such a space, Subaltern Studies brings to the public view 
what are very often non-linear and complicated learning experiences that may bring more regrets 
than contributions. However, as Guha (1982) clearly advocates, even negative experiences and 
examples serve as critical learning opportunities for us all to contribute to the advancement of 
discourses. By institutionalizing the acknowledgement of the elitist role of scholars into the 
framework, we are provided a mechanism for recording the parameters of our privilege, and 
perhaps our arrogance, while also being provided the tools needed to analyze it by tracing its 
roots and breaking apart the limitations it imposes on our work. It is only in this recording, and 
the liberation to do this, that we are able to push the boundaries of existing knowledge and also 
create new knowledge. It is also how we begin to see things as they really are, as opposed to how 
we have been led to believe they are. 
The use of the term ‘subaltern’ also provides advantages not found within the existing 
frameworks that were discussed in this chapter. Primarily, subaltern is a fairly inclusive identity 
and term. By definition, it acknowledges and examines race, caste, religion, gender, class, 
agency, subordination, and other characteristics that the subaltern may possess or encounter. This 
allows inclusivity for multiple identities that a person may possess, while also including space 




While other existing frameworks provide valuable contributions, they do not provide the 
same level of accommodation for the complexity found in the subaltern and elite identities and 
relationship. The next section provides insight into how, within a South Sudanese context, the 
rigid binaries presented in Post-Colonial Theory needs to be broken open to reflect the 
complexities observed in reality.  
 
Developing a New Framework for South Sudan 
To the best of my knowledge, the Subaltern Studies framework has not been considered 
within the context of South Sudan, and this dissertation project makes a first attempt at this 
collaboration. As it stands, the framework provides researchers with both unique strengths that 
are not available in other approaches, but also maintains some limitations that this study will try 
to address. In its most organic form, the Subaltern Studies approach to research provides enough 
flexibility and freedom for researchers to acknowledge, explore and attempt to resolve the 
limitations and dilemmas that arise when using this framework. It is this feature that makes it an 
ideal approach to studying South Sudan and its subaltern, particularly when so little has been 
captured about the country in written form. South Sudan’s unique and complex history, 
experiences with multiple styles of governance, as well as its ethnic diversity and plural levels of 
governance, make it a necessity to study the subaltern. These narratives of agency often get 
overlooked during times of conflict, particularly when more powerful stakeholders exist at the 
national and international level to control knowledge production. 
Moving Beyond the Binary. As previously discussed, one of the limitations of Post-
Colonial Theory, is the restriction of using rigid binaries to describe power dynamics. What the 
subaltern/elite binary provides, that the other dichotomies do not, is a holistic approach that 




the post-colonial era in laying the foundation for critical studies, the semantics contain inherent 
limitations for certain settings in which they are applied to. Existing post-colonial binaries, while 
powerful, do not structurally always allow for the complexities of multiple identities, multiple 
oppressors, and local dynamics within one or both sides of the binary to be considered 
thoroughly. It also does not leave room for change in the binary over time. South Sudan is one 
example in which both the historical and contemporary distributions of power require a holistic 
and flexible framework. As later became evident in the results of this study, it is entirely 
possible, and often common, for members of the elite in South Sudan to also maintain strong ties 
and identities connected to their ancestral villages and communities; there are those that can be 
considered members of both the elite and the subaltern at any given time. For many, the 
acquisition of political and economic power came with the advent of independence in 2011, and 
thus is still fairly new. Additionally, due to the fact that there are multiple subalterns and elites, it 
is possible for someone to maintain dual or even plural identities, depending on the framework 
being used. Thus, post-colonial binaries make it difficult to be inclusive of such complexities in 
identity, culture, governance and economics. 
One of the other limitations of Post-Colonial Theory, and the binaries that it manifests, is 
that South Sudan has more than one regime that it has obtained independence from: the British 
Empire as well as the Republic of Sudan. Both the colonial administrators and the Khartoum 
government maintained control over South Sudan, but utilized different approaches to 
governance. Thus, the manner in which the elite were created and performed in each of these 
time periods was distinct. Furthermore, the colonial period saw the introduction and 
institutionalization of a new elite structure, in which “chiefs” were institutionalized across the 




power over local community members easier. Following independence in 2011, an internal elite 
that had always existed in South Sudan was brought to the forefront and became institutionalized 
with the creation of a national government and national economy. While this elite proliferated 
with new avenues to economic resources becoming available, they continue to maintain a 
stronghold on the country’s wealth, and are not as direly effected by conflict and inflation as 
most of the country’s citizens; in this regard, socioeconomic mobility and expansion of a middle 
class remains restricted.  
Re-Defining the “Elite” and the “Subaltern”. While the “elite” have transformed and 
multiplied over time, the “subaltern” in and of itself has remained mainly composed of the 
community members that resided across the region, particularly in rural areas. Although the 
composition of the group and the parameters of its members has remained relatively the same, 
the everyday practices of subaltern groups have evolved in response to both internal and external 
pressures, as would be expected. These pressures include habitation, migration patterns, and 
nomadic practices that have adapted and/or reduced in response to the implementation of 
legislation guiding access to land and other natural resources, increased pressure on shared 
natural resources, evolving conflict, the re-settlement of returnee refugees in their original 
communities, as well as the creation of new international, state and local borders. Some local 
power structures have been formally recognized by the government, and have been incorporated 
into the constitution and supporting legislation. Additionally, certain local and cultural power 
structures are forced to change in response to government guidelines (which in turn are 
influenced by pressure from foreign donors), for example mandating the inclusion of under-
represented groups such as women in their local courts. Urbanization has also created new 




In re-defining the elite in South Sudan, we expand the definition to include groups such 
as pre-colonial leadership structures, colonial administrators and the local chief power structures 
they institutionalized, the Khartoum government, the southern elite that engaged in independence 
negotiations with British administrators, the rebel leadership that emerged during the first and 
second civil wars beginning in the 1950’s and remains in place today, the new economic, 
military and political elites that have had their power solidified since independence in 2011, as 
well as the foreign aid workers that greatly influence the development of government, NGO, 
civil society and local institutions across the country. This list is certainly not exhaustive, but 
illustrates the complexity of elites in South Sudan, both historically and in the contemporary era. 
It is possible in South Sudan for someone to hold more than one elite identity, and these 
identities can evolve over time in response to political and economic dynamics. Furthermore, we 
also need to consider the ways in which elite groups influence and perpetuate the powers of each 
other. A key example of this is in examining the political and economic elite that currently exist 
in South Sudan, which often overlap through corruption and nepotism. Similarly, international 
development institutions often use aid as a leverage when working with the national government.  
Re-defining the Relationship between the ‘Subaltern’ and the ‘Elite’. During the 
post-colonial period, despite factions within the rebel movement, the subaltern and South 
Sudanese elite initially collaborated for increased rights, and later for complete independence. 
This was done under the banner of the southern rebel movement, later collated as the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Army/Movement (SPLM/A). While the geographic space in which power is 
nationally exerted has gotten smaller since independence in 2011, the distribution and 
competition for internal power has grown exponentially and increasing complicated. This 




create a national identity and operate as a state, has been a difficult one. This tension is often 
identified as one of the primary causes of the current insecurity in South Sudan.   
What this dilemma also acknowledges, particularly for researchers and the application of 
a subaltern framework, is that the relationship between the subaltern and the elite in South Sudan 
is an evolving and multi-faceted one. Revenue from oil for the elite and the national government 
is at times unpredictable due to the pipelines being located in the Republic of Sudan; power is 
often shifting hands; government officials at high levels are frequently replaced without 
transparent and democratic means; IDPs and refugees are created out of both local and national 
level conflicts; state boundaries are changed at a moment’s notice by presidential decrees that 
introduce new states to the country’s geography and governance structure; the global 
headquarters of international development institutions and organizations create priorities and 
agendas for South Sudan from Washington D.C., Paris and Geneva, which then trickle down to 
the local communities of South Sudan; youth move from their villages to nearby towns and reject 
traditional leadership structures and livelihoods; women enter into new leadership roles; 
community leaders broker local peace agreements; youth struggle in broken local economies to 
pay marriage dowries and elope instead to the detriment of traditional marriage practices; the 
emerging middle class creates new businesses and civil society organizations; and an informal 
economy rapidly grows to accommodate for unmet consumer needs -  in summation, the 
relationship between elites and the subaltern has never been characterized as a static one, making 
it all the more important to capture these evolving dynamics in research.  
Creating Space for the Consciousness of the Subaltern. Within academia, much of the 
historical literature of South Sudan, particularly in relation to agency and resistance, is presented 




constitute ‘national’ history for South Sudan. The other two main areas of literature that are 
available to researchers tend to be anthropological that examines more local settings often 
contextualized in conflict, and international development research which usually focuses on aid 
in response to conflict, and sees the subaltern of South Sudan as passive recipients of aid.  
 As a result of this dilemma, agency within South Sudan is often portrayed in academic 
literature as a military response in efforts for autonomy, and therefore attributed to rebel leaders. 
This renders the subaltern invisible in these records, many of whom provided the resources and 
rebel soldiers for the movement. This approach to research also perpetuates the assumption that 
experiences of subordination and agency were homogenous across the country. In order to see 
the subaltern as they really are, it is imperative to widen the perspective and range of research 
that is conducted on the country. This means going beyond conflict narratives and witnessing to 
include other forms and context of agency, even in instances where the elite (whether foreign or 
national) are not present.  
 One of the key ways in which space for the agency and consciousness of the subaltern 
can be created in research is by expanding the examination of the subaltern from looking at 
experiences with subordination, to include agency, even when it occurs in the absence of the 
elite. The guiding context of this study, community self-determination within education, is a rich 
example to examine this phenomenon within. 
Role of the Researcher. The role of the researcher, particularly a foreign one, warrants 
consideration in any research project that attempts to examine the subaltern. It is difficult at 
times to imagine how foreign scholars can have a role in the production of new knowledge when 
they bring so much baggage and political considerations to any of the narratives that they 




remains one of the greatest strengths that Subaltern Studies provides. Spivak is probably the 
Subaltern Studies scholar that speaks the most forcefully and consistently about the role of the 
researcher. In her follow-up essay, the editors’ note that Spivak “never lets anyone, including 
herself, smugly assume that he or she is on the side of the angels” (Leitch et al., 2010, p.2196), 
and she begins the text by noting concerns of the “possibility that the intellectual is complicit in 
the persistent constitution of the Other as the Self’s shadow” (Spivak, 2010, p.2197). Her work 
has also been interpreted as arguing that “the task of an intellectual is to pave the way for the 
subaltern groups and let them freely speak for themselves” (Louai, 2012, p.7). Inherently, as 
scholars we belong to the elite, due to the way in which academia functions. As much of the 
previous frameworks advocate for a discussion of the relationship between the subaltern and the 
national elite that exist, expanding the ‘elite’ to include the power dynamics of scholars and 
research is also significant.  
As a result, Subaltern Studies will guide each of the subsequent chapters of this study. 
The literature review at the beginning of this study attempted to revisit interpretations of colonial 
history and current literature on development by returning to historical documents relating to 
education, summarizing the existing body of research, and evaluating the significant role of 
foreign aid workers that essentially represent a manufactured foreign elite in the country. The 
methodology draws upon qualitative tools of data collection to allow for flexibility, as advocated 
for by Subaltern Studies, and does not draw from pre-existing themes in order for a grounded 
approach to be used in data analysis. This study seeks to capture acts and creations of agency, 
rather than just subordination. In addition to grounded methods, the analysis portion of this 
dissertation, will also examine the data collected in the broader context of NGO-ization to track 




Sudan. The conclusion of this study will present a community self-determination framework that 
delves into how the lessons learned from a Subaltern Studies perspective of community self-
determination can create a new discourse of praxis. Furthermore, it also entrenches the 
subaltern/community into the framework to guide research practices. Although it is not feasible 
in the case of this project to completely remove all of the limitations and concerns that arise with 
the elitist role of the researcher, it is both possible and necessary to carefully and reflectively 





Chapter 4: A Bespoke Approach to Data Collection 
To begin, this chapter presents the theoretical argument for designing this particular 
approach to data collection. It is at this phase in the study that praxis is intended, and the 
theoretical foundation laid out in the first two chapters of this dissertation is transformed into a 
practical data collection strategy to be implemented in the field. The remainder of this chapter 
will present the overall methodological approach, as well as the specific methods utilized in the 
study, guided by subaltern studies. It will provide a rationale for the participant groups selected, 
as well as the questions asked in the interviews and the observation protocol. Data collection 
procedures are described, as well as protocols for managing data while in the field. This is 
followed by a description of the data analysis approach to be used. Lastly, acknowledgements are 
made of field conditions and political events following data collection that could potentially have 
an impact on how the data may be analyzed and interpreted. 
The Need for a Blended Methodological Approach  
The methodological approach developed for this study arises partly out of a frustration 
with the lack of appropriate research models for the research questions posed by this study. 
Additionally, there is a lack of practical implementation of the lessons observed in theoretical 
works published in the related fields of post-colonial theory, subaltern theory, southern theory, 
development studies, third world studies, etc. Given the significant flows of capital, people, 
knowledge, and power through western-centric international development policies and programs, 
it is unreasonable that better models of practical data collection and analysis to inform 
programming within these fields have not been created thus far. Furthermore, these ideologies 
should not exist simply to critique and tear apart; theoretical frameworks only have progressive 
value if they teach how to recognize the strength that already exists among the subaltern, and 




regard, while the methodological framework presented here allows for phenomenon to be 
captured that questions the role of neoliberalism in international development programs in South 
Sudan, it also seeks to understand and capture both the historical and contemporary ways in 
which community self-determination have been present in the country. 
In creating a holistic methodological approach, this study ultimately draws upon multiple 
sources of inspiration to create a better approach to data collection that is more responsive to, 
and reflective of, lessons learned in the field. This bespoke approach also seeks to connect the 
theoretical with the practical, bridging a gap often observed in academia relating to the utility 
and implementation of knowledge. In doing this, every opportunity is taken (within the 
limitations of time and funds) to conduct a study that is informed by both those that produce 
knowledge (literature, policy, academic and practitioner research, etc), as well as those that the 
knowledge is often about (the research sites in which these phenomenon occur, citizens, 
community members, the subaltern). While unfortunately participatory methods were not 
possible for this study, this dissertation does lay the foundation for future research to incorporate 
such methods into the design of studies that impact community members in South Sudan.  
Drawing from Existing Theoretical Frameworks 
Creating the methodology for this project entailed finding a delicate balance between 
being an outsider as a researcher, and capturing the voices of the participants in this study as 
organically and as meaningfully as possible. While drawing from subaltern studies and post-
colonial theory contributes to addressing some of the critical issues raised with previous 
methodologies that have been developed, it is not possible to address them completely when an 
outside researcher is involved; as a result, I acknowledge that there are inherent biases and 




Subaltern studies does not necessarily mandate or advocate for the use of specific 
methods within research. Rather, it purposefully allows for flexibility in research designs to 
accommodate for the variety of experiences of the subaltern as well as the need to develop 
specific methods for the particular settings, questions and people being studied (Chatterjee, 
2010). Additionally, much of the work that has been conducted in subaltern studies relates to 
historiography; this study pushes the discourse further to explore how it can also be used to 
examine contemporary social dynamics that result from these same histories. 
In Chela Sandoval’s (2000) introductory chapter to Methodology of the Oppressed, she 
pays homage to Homi Bhabha with a particularly poignant quote: “The range of contemporary 
critical theories suggest that it is from those who have suffered the sentence of history - 
subjugation, domination, diaspora, displacement - that we learn our most enduring lessons for 
living and thinking” (p.1). In this regard, Bhabha provides one justification for the research 
questions and methodological approach that guide this study, which is to capture these lessons 
from community members in South Sudan who have become invaluable teachers and bearers of 
knowledge because of these histories. The history of struggle and community self-determination 
in South Sudan places its citizens in the role of being creators, teachers and implementers of 
knowledge created through experiencing the country’s struggle and history. It is the perseverance 
and strength of the citizens, perhaps both in spite of, and because of, the struggle, that presents 
the ultimate guiding values that permeates this study: the goodness, the strength, and the 
autonomously created among South Sudan’s communities. 
Methodological Approach 
Given the considerations and values discussed in this chapter, a qualitative approach was 




minimal foundational research to draw upon to guide the formation of research questions and 
data collection tools. Allowing for flexibility during data collection as new information emerged 
on a daily basis was critical; it allowed for both a richer body of data to be collected and for a 
greater context to be built to understand the information that emerged.  
Method 1: Community Self-Determination Interviews 
Methods Overview. The primary method utilized in this study is a structured interview 
with open-ended questions. The main reason for standardizing the approach to data collection 
within this method was to enable comparisons across three groups of participants that constitute 
the country’s education system. Given that the topic of this study has been largely unaddressed in 
academia, the interview is composed of open-ended questions. Although this pushes the 
boundaries of structured methods and analysis, it provides a protective measure from 
assumptions that I may have as a researcher with minimal literature to draw upon. Furthermore, 
without a significant body of empirical research to draw from, providing specific response 
options to participants would be pre-emptive and ill-informed.  
Specific questions in this interview include asking participants how they define 
community, as well as what they see as the role of each of the participant groups in South Sudan 
in the present, historically, as well as in the future. Participants are then asked to identify the 
needs of the communities that they work with/represent, the challenges to meeting these needs, 
as well as what is being done to address the needs previously identified. Subsequent questions 
ask participants to identify who they think currently is, and who should be, responsible for 





After arrival in the field and the first interview was conducted, some of the questions in this 
interview set were omitted. They either appeared to be redundant or were not as a great of a 
priority given the limited amount of time available with participants, and respondents tended to 
give elaborate answers for each question. 
Participants. The participant groups identified for this set of interviews are as follows: 
1)   Representatives of the national level of government – This centers on the National 
Ministry of Education, who are the highest authority in the country on educational affairs after 
the President. The ministry is composed of different directorates, such as Gender, National 
Languages, Teacher Training, Development Partnerships, Alternative Education, etc. Each of 
these directorates are headed by a Director General (DG) and their deputies. 
2)   Intermediaries – This includes those responsible for the implementation of educational 
policies and services in the country, and occupy a middle ground between the national 
government and communities in South Sudan. Examples of participants in this group include 
religious figures, NGO workers (both national and international), and state government 
representatives. 
3)   Community members – Participants in this group include parents, youth, teachers, 
principals, chiefs, etc., who are located in the villages in which the majority of the country’s 
population resides. This interview provides an understanding of how community is defined by 
those that reside in villages, and how this compares and contrasts with the other participant 
groups. This provides additional insight into whether or not governance and development 
practices that are contingent upon the concept of community are aligned amongst the participant 





Targeting these particular participant groups allows for analysis of the data collected to examine 
the relationships between the three tiers of the governance structure that compose South Sudan’s 
education system. Commonalities as well as discrepancies in the results will be telling of how the 
education system is actually being implemented in comparison to what has been guaranteed to 
the country’s citizens through educational policies and the country’s constitution. Additionally, it 
also allows us to better understand what the experiences, motivations and perspectives of each of 
these groups are.  
A concerted effort was made to include an equal number of men and women in the study, 
although in certain groups identified, such as representatives of the national government, men 
tend to significantly outnumber women. All participants will be interviewed individually. 
Site selection. Data collection for this method occurred in the following states of South 
Sudan: Central Equatoria, Eastern Equatoria, Western Equatoria, Lakes State and Western Bahr 
el-Ghazal. Within Central Equatoria, the capital, Juba, was selected as the research site.  
Specifically, the following state capitals were visited: Torit (Eastern Equatoria), Yambio 
(Western Equatoria), Rumbek (Lakes State), and Wau (Western Bahr el-Ghazal). 
For community level interviews, Western Equatoria was selected as the primary site due 
to security considerations as well as the significant support of the Catholic Diocese of Yambio-





    Figure 1. Map of Research Sites (Source: UNOCHA) 
 
These sites were selected based on three main criteria: 1) Connections that had been established 
in the state prior to the start of fieldwork; 2) Security and accessibility; and 3) Contribution to the 
diversity of sites in this study. 
The towns of Torit, Rumbek, Wau and Yambio that were selected for this study have 
historical significance as garrison towns during the civil wars (Collins, 1983), which also meant 
that they were targeted sites of development, economy and governance. Currently they all serve 
as the capitals of the states in which they are located. The contemporary state of Western 
Equatoria, which contains the town of Yambio, was a part of the Zande District under 
colonialism. Similarly, the town of Torit was located in the colonial parameters of Torit District. 
Both of these districts are included in the larger historical province of Equatoria, established 




Bahr el-Ghazal. This study was not able to capture the (former) Greater Upper Nile. While these 
towns do not represent the entire regions they are located in, as primary sites of governance and 
economic activity they do provide informative and telling illustrations of how the community’s 
relationship with education was developed, as noted in the country’s first written records that are 
still available today. These historical roots, both politically and economically, indicate that 
illustrations drawn from these towns/districts are useful in understanding more contemporary 
dynamics. 
Sampling Strategy and Recruitment. Participants were recruited at the three perceived 
levels of governance (national, intermediary and community) using the following strategies: 
1) Representatives of the national government – The initial participants that fell into this 
category were contacts that I had obtained from my network in the United States. Using 
snowball sampling, these contacts were then able to introduce me to other representatives at 
the national level who would be suitable candidates to be interviewed for this participant 
group. I also approached some staff members directly in their office, and invited them to 
participate in the study. 
2) Intermediaries – Snowball sampling was also used to recruit intermediary participants for this 
study. Additionally, intermediary candidates were also encountered during education-related 
events, when traveling through and working in selected research sites, as well as cold 
calls/emails made to intermediary entities I had identified in published literature. 
3) Community members – Participants in this group resided in Western Equatoria, which was 
the chosen site for community level research. I received considerable assistance from the 




organizing logistics. Participants were either recruited due to their leadership roles in 
communities or through the Catholic Diocese contact in the location visited. 
Data Management. For this interview protocol, data from the interviews was collected 
using an audio digital recorder. Each digital audio file was assigned a numerical label to avoid 
identifying the participant when viewing the original data. This aligned with the stipulation that 
all participants for this method would be anonymous. An excel document which identified the 
participants was created to ensure that the same participants were not interviewed over time, and 
in case they needed to be contacted if an issue were to arise. 
The list was kept in a secure location at all times, and was not made available to others. 
As data collection occurred, the list was kept on a password protected laptop, which was kept 
with the researcher at all times. As frequently as possible, the updated versions of the file 
containing the list was uploaded to a secure server so that a complete list identifying participants 
was not be carried around by the researcher while in the field. 
Audio recordings were collected and stored for data analysis and transcription purposes 
only. The audio files were not disseminated or shared with others outside of the research team. 
  To further ensure that participants’ responses were kept as confidential as possible, and 
any potential risks are minimized, participants were asked to provide their names for the identity 
key before the audio recording of the interview began (if their name was not already known). 
Once their name had been added to the identity, I began audio recording the interview. The 
names of participants were not included in any transcription documents. Any names of other 
people that were provided by the participant in their interview responses were not included in 




The digital audio files from the interviews will be kept for a period of 5 years following 
data collection to allow adequate time for transcription and analysis. The identity key will also be 
kept for a period of 5 years. 
Method 2: Interviews with South Sudanese Organizations 
Method Overview. Upon arrival in South Sudan it became evident that many of the 
ways in which South Sudanese communities exercised self-determination were not reflected in 
the published literature available or online. As a result, an additional method of open-ended 
interview questions was added to the study to be able to capture such instances, and include them 
in data collection.  
This second interview, also composed of semi-structured questions, was created to target 
organizations across South Sudan that were founded and staffed by South Sudanese citizens. The 
questions largely centered around capturing the purpose of the organizations, their history, as 
well as their relationship with communities and international organizations. 
The interview was designed to last approximately 45 minutes to one hour. Participants 
were asked for permission to use the name of their organization in documents that would be 
published, as well as obtain photographs where possible and applicable. 
Participants that were recommended by existing contacts were approached and asked to 
participate in the study. Due to logistics of travel and time, not all of the participants identified 
were interviewed in the end. 
Participants. Participants for this particular set of interviews represent a wide range of 




schools, and civil society organizations. The primary requirements to be considered a participant 
in this interview are as follows: 
1) An entity that was founded and staffed by South Sudanese citizens/members of the 
diaspora 
2) Based in South Sudan 
3) Seeks to address the needs of community members in South Sudan in some regard 
4) Is not a public/government institution, and is not run for profit 
Sampling Strategy and Recruitment. For the set of interviews conducted exclusively 
with South Sudanese organizations, a sample of convenience was also used. Participants were 
recruited primarily through snowball sampling using a variety of methods. This included 
recommendations made by contacts established both in the United States and in South Sudan 
prior to beginning fieldwork, encountering the offices or staff of such organizations during 
fieldwork, as well as coming across references to their work in literature available and making 
cold calls/emails.  
Data Management. For the second interview protocol, with South Sudanese civil society 
organizations and NGOs, participants were also asked if they consented to having pictures taken. 
Data was also collected through interviews, and recorded with an audio digital recorder. 
Participants were notified prior to beginning the interview that I may identify them or their 
organizations in my written materials and presentations. I asked them if this was okay, and if 
they consented to being identified. If they stated that they would prefer to remain anonymous, I 
assigned an identity label as used in the first interview protocol. Participants were also asked if 





  Audio recordings were collected and stored for data analysis and transcription purposes 
only. The audio files were not disseminated or shared with others outside of the research team. 
As data collection occurred, all digital audio files and the list of participants with their 
corresponding numerical label were stored on a password protected computer which was kept 
with the researcher at all times. As frequently as possible, the audio files were uploaded to a 
secure server so that the data was kept in a secure location. 
  The digital audio files from the interviews will be kept for a period of 5 years following 
data collection to allow adequate time for transcription and analysis. The identity key will also be 
kept for a period of 5 years. 
Method 3: Observation Notes 
Method Overview. As with the other methods utilized in this study, observations 
allowed me to capture data that has not been recorded in previous literature, yet are vital to 
understanding and answering the research question(s) that guide this study. Observation notes 
conducted on select research sites aimed to capture details of the sites visited. Fieldnotes that 
have been collected focus on three different settings: a curriculum revision workshop, national 
and state ministries of education, as well as the layouts of towns/state capitals that were visited. 
This included outlining where ministries and NGOs were located.  
Observation notes were conducted at one of the sessions of the National Curriculum 
Development Workshop which was held in July of 2014. Permission to attend the workshop was 
obtained from the consultants that were hired as coordinators, as well as representatives of the 
National Ministry of Education. The workshop brought educational stakeholders from across the 
country to participate in revising the curriculum, as well as developing units for each of the 




and administrators, instructors from teacher training institutions, NGOs that implement 
educational services, as well as government officials from the Ministry of Education. This is the 
first time in history that South Sudan has had a nationalized and standardized curriculum. In July 
of 2014, secondary school students sat for the Sudan version of their exam, developed in 
Khartoum, for the last time. Therefore, it became imperative to record the process as well as the 
different stakeholders that were included in this workshop. The participants are also responsible 
for developing educational materials such as textbooks that will be distributed to schools across 
the country.  
Observations were also conducted at the National Ministry of Education in Juba, and the 
state-level Ministries of Education located in Western Equatoria, Eastern Equatoria, Lakes State 
and Western Bahr-el Ghazal. The fieldnotes collected include information detailing the location 
of these ministries within the towns, descriptions of the Ministries’ buildings and compounds, as 
well as the different staff that work in these offices. As the primary governmental institutions 
that constitute the education system in the country, they play a significant role in the 
implementation of education policies and services. Furthermore, the institutions themselves are 
indicative of how resources are distributed in different parts of the country. 
Lastly, fieldnotes were also recorded that detail the layout of the towns. Although this is 
public information available to anyone that visits these towns, the layout of these sites are telling 
of larger dynamics in the country, particularly the prevalence of international organizations, 
including the United Nations, in each of the state capitals. The location of UNMISS compounds, 
schools, NGOs, and the various ministries that are often located on the outskirts of towns, can be 
informative in understanding the relationship that these institutions have with the communities 




School-based observations were used to record the community-based schools that I 
encountered, and how they were situated within their host communities. These observations 
allow me to incorporate details of how schools are structured, and how students and the 
surrounding community interact with the physical site. 
Participant. To respect anonymity during the collection of observation notes in public 
areas where obtaining individual permission was impossible, those that participated in sites that 
were observed were not identified in the notes unless they held a public position. The 
information captured in this method may be publicly available to anyone visiting these sites, but 
it is not necessarily documented in existing literature where it can be referenced, thus 
necessitating the need for fieldnotes to be used as a medium for data collection in such instances. 
Additionally, the purpose of this method was not to observe individuals per se, but to observe 
and document processes, interactions, events, and geography that are necessary to answer the 
questions posed in this study.  
Sampling Strategy and Recruitment. Locations for observation notes to be collected 
were dependent on the sites chosen for the larger study design. Security concerns were taken into 
consideration when selecting what information to include and where to conduct observations. 
The one exception was the National Curriculum Development Workshop, which I was 
invited to by staff at the National Ministry of Education. With their permission, and that of the 
consultants conducting the workshop, I was able to observe the sessions and collect fieldnotes 
during this event.  
Data Management. For the observations conducted, individual names were not 




was obtained through the IRB process. Professional titles that are identifiable, as only one person 
serves in that role, (for example the Minister of Education), were noted. However, given that 
these are public roles and their presence in these sites was a part of serving in these roles, it was 
not anticipated that this posed a risk to participants. Notes collected during the observations were 
recorded in a notebook that was kept with the researcher at all times, and were not shared with 
anyone else. 
Original observation notes will be kept for a period of 5 years to allow adequate time for 
them to be transcribed and analyzed. 
Managing Field Relations 
Working with the national and state ministries, NGOs, faith-based institutions, and 
community members was essential to the successful completion of this project. 
In order to ensure that all ethical guidelines were followed, and that participants felt safe 
participating in this study, the following protocols were used at the beginning of both interviews. 
This protocol was also outlined and approved in the IRB submission for this dissertation: 
Interview Protocol. Participants were contacted to ask if they would be willing to 
participate in the interview, and were given a brief description of the study. They were also told 
that the interview would last approximately one hour. Following this, an arrangement was made 
to meet with the participant to conduct the interview. They were asked to choose a location for 
the meeting that they were comfortable with. Prior to beginning, participants were asked if they 
were comfortable with the interview being audio recorded. They were then asked if they have 
any specific questions about the audio recording. Participants were read the consent statement 
that had been prepared, and then asked to verbally consent to participating in the study, as well 




take notes of the interview instead. It was explained to them that they if would like to decline to 
participate, they could notify me at any time. They were also told that they should feel 
comfortable declining to answer any of the questions that I asked, and there would be no 
consequences if they decided to do so. Following this, they were given a copy of the consent 
statement, and it was explained that it contained the names and contact information of people 
they could reach out to if they had any questions or concerns regarding their participation in this 
study. If they consented, the interview would begin. For the first interview protocol, participants 
were notified that they would be anonymous in all published literature. For the interview with 
South Sudanese organizations, participants were requested to give permission for their 
organization to be identified in publications. 
I read the consent letter to all participants, regardless of their level of literacy. I was not 
able to identify beforehand the level of a participant’s literacy, nor did I request that information 
from them. Given the varying level of literacy and education in South Sudan, I could not assume 
that participants in any of the groups I studied have the literacy skills needed to read the consent 
letter sufficiently in order to consent. Therefore, the same approach was used for all participants, 
regardless of which level of governance they represented. Additionally, all participants were 
given a copy of the consent letter to keep for themselves. 
Data Analysis 
Due to the lack of foundational literature on this topic, this study draws from grounded 
theory to guide data analysis for all three methods used in this study. For the interviews, there 
was insufficient information to predict appropriate response categories and their corresponding 
codes for data analysis; for this reason, questions in the interviews were all open-ended. This is a 




indicate a dissonance compared to other participant groups. For example, the first question in this 
interview asks respondents how they define the term community. While minimal literature exists, 
it would be possible to rely on legislation and program documents to anticipate responses from 
national level and intermediary respondents. This is not possible for community level responses, 
however as there is no comparable information to rely upon, and to the best of my knowledge no 
previous studies conducted on South Sudan ask this question. Similarly, for the fieldnotes 
collected it was difficult to anticipate what would be the most significant and relevant themes to 
emerge from the data. 
To accommodate for this, and to institute a grounded theory approach, the data is 
reviewed in its entirety. To begin with, all interviews were transcribed. For each of the interview 
sets one question is examined at a time across all participant groups. General themes are then 
established for each question, following which each answer is then coded.  
In conjunction with the interviews conducted for this study, the observations notes assist 
in filling in the gaps in existing literature by serving as a medium to capture what is not usually 
written or articulated. The data in observation notes are analyzed separately according to the 
types of sites they were collected in. As a result, we essentially end up with four sets of data 
from the observations to work with: 
1) National Ministry of Education 
2) State ministries of education 
3) Towns  
4) National Curriculum Development Workshop 
Each set is examined independently, and salient themes are identified. For the data sets on the 




to better understand how education, development, funding, politics and geography have unfolded 
in different parts of the country. This enriches our understanding of the impact of South Sudan’s 
political history, and the country’s narrative of decentralization. 
 
Timeline  
Data collection began in June 2014, and continued until February of 2015. Two trips 
were made to South Sudan during this time. The first trip lasted for three months, and focused on 
data collection in Juba, as well as the state capitals of Western Equatoria, Eastern Equatoria and 
Lakes State. The second trip, which also lasted three months, sought to focus on community 
interviews, with Western Equatoria as the selected site. An exploratory trip was made to Western 
Bahr el-Ghazal, however permission to conduct research outside of Wau was not obtained in 
time to conduct extensive data collection.  
Limitations and Considerations 
The locations selected for data collection were identified when South Sudan was 
constituted of 10 states. Since data collection occurred, President Salva Kiir has created 28 states 
in the country with a presidential decree. As this is contested, both within South Sudan and in the 
international community, for the sake of simplicity this study will approach the presentation and 
analysis of data based on the historical 10 states that were created upon independence from 
Sudan in 2011. 
Furthermore, political dynamics have led to the replacement of national and state 
leadership in many parts of South Sudan, and this has occurred multiple times. When Governors 




As a result, it is difficult to ascertain if all the participants interviewed that represented the 
government in this study still hold their positions.  
In addition to the significant geographic changes observed in South Sudan, other events 
have impacted how the data that will be presented, and how it should be interpreted.  
The dynamic security situation in South Sudan during the period of data collection meant 
that the parameters of data were impacted. Pre-dissertation work was not possible due to the 
December 2013 conflict, and as a result, some changes were made to the methodology when I 
arrived in the country for the first time. Additionally, obtaining the appropriate permissions to 
conduct research and travel freely at the national, state, and county levels became a more 
complicated and rigid process, which at times limited the time available for data collection. 
Due to on-going conflict in the Greater Upper Nile region of South Sudan, I was not able 
to conduct data collection in the three states that composed this area. Any references in this 
dissertation to this part of South Sudan is reliant upon secondary data that has been obtained, or 
on interviews with participants that have worked in resided in these areas.  
One South Sudanese organization requested not to be recorded due to the nature of their 
work and the ongoing security situation at the time. This request was honored, and their 





Chapter 5: Results Part 1 
Compiling the results of this study has proven to be the most comprehensive task of this 
project. This was largely because much of the foundational knowledge and concepts needed to 
be established and acknowledged (through the data collection process), before moving on the 
interpretation and praxis (connecting theory to practice) aspect of the findings. Many of the 
results and analyses presented in the second and third sections would not be feasible or properly 
contextualized without the body of knowledge established in this first section of Chapter Five. 
As a result, the first section of this chapter addresses the results in a candid manner, 
establishing the experiences, histories and desires of the different stakeholders that I encountered 
in this study. The second section of this chapter takes these initial findings, and enters them into 
a discussion with evidence of community self-determination. The third and final section 
examines decentralization and neoliberalism as they manifest in South Sudan. 
This approach to organizing the results section allows us to thoroughly understand how 
many complex forces and relationships from a global neoliberal stance are creating pressures on 
exertions of community self-determination in South Sudan, essentially the will and desires of the 
people. While I initially began this project wanting to exclusively focus on community self-
determination, I found that this would be an incomplete story. As will be articulated in the 
conclusion of this study, the results of this study illustrate why, as scholars, we have to radically 
re-think consciousness, praxis, knowledge, the “subaltern”, and on a fundamental level how 
community self-determination is often co-opted and disguised as “community empowerment” in 
neoliberal decentralized international development programs.  
Most importantly, however, is the self-determination and resilience of the South 




members encounter when engaging with community self-determination in their country’s 
education system, it also provides spaces to document and recognize what has been created, 
contributed and determined by South Sudanese people, despite the external forces that seek to 
(covertly and overtly) challenge these efforts. 
This connection, between the results of the study and community self-determination, 
becomes solidified in the concluding chapter of this dissertation through the presentation of the 
community self-determination framework.  
Notes on Methodological Considerations 
It was perhaps predictable that my methodology, and the way in which I understood the 
implications of its design, is perceived with most clarity in retrospect. In reflecting on my 
interactions during data collection, as well as revisiting the data itself, a few points of 
consideration emerged that impact how the data is understood. Below, I discuss the emergence of 
a difference in the rhetoric that was available publicly, and how this contrasted with what was 
noted in private settings. I also note the lack of historical knowledge, particularly in certain 
participant group, as well as the impact of the security situation at the time. This culminates in a 
discussion of why using the term “post-conflict” in reference to South Sudan is complicated, and 
cannot be used as a homogenous label for the entire country at any given point in time. This 
context provides insight into the need to utilize flexible methodologies in a place like South 
Sudan, where many factors are dynamic and nuanced. It also provides the groundwork for 
improving research designs for future projects.  
Public vs. Private Rhetoric. The individuals that I encountered from the intermediary 
and national level were often speaking in an official capacity, which may have had an impact on 




interview protocol provided some reassurance in being able to speak freely, it is difficult to tell 
to what extent the individuals I met with felt comfortable in this sense. The rhetoric during 
informal conversations or behind closed doors often took a different tone, particularly with the 
international aid workers that I encountered. Specifically, they expressed more frustrations and 
negative perceptions of what was possible in South Sudan, as well as skepticism that the citizens 
of the country wanted things to change. Grappling with these discrepancies between what I was 
able to document formally, and what was learned through more informal means, was 
disconcerting to say the least. It is also indicative of perhaps why development in South Sudan is 
often fragmented and ineffective – if engagement on the part of stakeholders is not genuine, this 
then inherently weakens anything that is created out of this interaction. 
The works of Freire (2006) and Linje Manyozo (2017) highlight how we are all 
susceptible to taking on oppressive roles, and thus we are able to see how the structure that 
guides the work of these NGO staff have created intermediary oppressors that are stuck in a rigid 
system with little flexibility. As a result, they are forced into a place of cognitive dissonance at 
times where the realities they confront on the ground do not align with the policies they are 
essentially made to sell. With no viable options and freedom to address this dissonance, they err 
on the side of supporting the structure that employs them. This is particularly evident in the East 
African and South Asian aid workers, that I befriended and lived with, who have witnessed 
similar policies failing in their own countries, but have now adopted the same prejudiced views 
and impatience as their white counterparts toward the South Sudanese citizens and institutions 
that they encounter. Many of the aid workers I met that originated from other developing 
countries were now able to build homes in their countries, establish businesses, as well as pay for 




These are privileges that they would not be able to access if they had remained in their home 
countries due to limited employment opportunities and low salaries.  
Relating to South Sudan’s History. One of the driving forces behind conducting this 
study was that foreign academics and aid workers do not have adequate historical resources to 
inform their (contemporary) work. The interviews conducted for this study also revealed varying 
abilities amongst participants to speak to the historical dynamics of South Sudan, specifically as 
they relate to community self-determination. 
South Sudanese participants who had fled as refugees to neighboring countries, or who 
had ultimately settled abroad, were often not present during the civil wars that took place prior to 
the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2005. This meant that they were unable or 
reluctant to speak about what had occurred within South Sudan during this period, citing their 
lack of personal knowledge of what had happened. At times, they would refer to what friends 
and family members had recounted to them. 
For international aid workers who serve as intermediaries, they were often unable to 
speak to the history of communities, intermediaries and the national government, and spoke of 
their impressions rather than their knowledge. This is problematic because not only do they lack 
the historical contexts and knowledge to inform their work, but that this type of localized 
knowledge is not considered integral to being hired to work in such positions. Rather, job 
descriptions for foreign aid workers places more value on working in conflict zones and 
“hardship” locations, deemed to be generally applicable, rather than being familiar with the 
context of a particular country. This in turn allows for foreign aid workers to be valued 
professionally over South Sudanese citizens who are far more familiar with the local dynamics 




In addition to community members themselves, South Sudanese intermediaries were 
critical informants in learning more about the history of communities’ role in education. Not 
only were they now working in professional positions connected to education, but they 
themselves had been educated in the pre-CPA period with assistance from communities. This 
was particularly evident to me during my trip to Wau, where one South Sudanese interviewee at 
the intermediary level shared that he had gone to a boarding school during the war, and received 
food assistance from the local community that the school was located in. In other instances, two 
South Sudanese participants who had been educated in the country during Gaafar Nimeiry’s3 
regime highlighted a period of time during which the education was free and the needs of 
community members were being met, which contrasted significantly with the recounted 
experiences of other time periods.  
In sum, these interviews and the literature review highlighted not only the need to create 
literature for foreign scholars and aid workers to draw upon, but also to create educational 
policies and curricula that captures the varying experiences of South Sudanese citizens, 
especially those that remained in their communities throughout the civil war. In particular, the 
documentation of South Sudan needs to expand beyond the field of anthropology, history and 
political science to include other aspects of the social sciences and humanities. Furthermore, we 
also need a better understanding of what implications these different recollections, and levels of 
familiarities of the people’s history, have for determining the needs of citizens.  
In order to obtain further information about the history of education and communities in 
South Sudan, I also visited the national archive located in Juba. The facility struggles with a lack 
                                                          
3 Nimeiry, who served as President of Sudan during the 70’s and early 80’s, instituted free education across 




of funding, and is still working to organize, preserve, and digitize many of the documents that it 
has in its possession. While foreign researchers and some South Sudanese students visit the 
facility for research and training, the full potential of the archive has not been realized, both in 
terms of capacity and access. The archive is currently in the process of digitizing its records, 
which will hopefully makes it resources more accessible. However, accessibility will still remain 
a challenge, particularly for citizens of the country - most South Sudanese citizens do not have 
possess the technology or proximity and other resources needed to access a digital archive. 
Compounded by the fact that NGOs in South Sudan, who fund much of the country’s research, 
often fail to give deference to history and incorporating it into their work, other than 
acknowledging a history of conflict, the national archive and the country’s history function in an 
institutional vacuum.  
Impact of the Security Situation. For the purposes of my dissertation I worked within 
security limitations, and often traveled to sites that were easily accessible, relatively stable, and 
contained a population of foreign workers.  
I first arrived in Juba approximately six months after conflict first broke out in December 
of 2013. It was a tense period of time in the capital, and across the country, as fighting was now 
limited to three states in rebel-held areas. The fear that there might be a return to conflict was 
evident, and NGOs were in limbo as to whether to resume their development plans or remain 
focused on humanitarian aid. I had designed my methodologies to be cognizant of the security-
related fears and tensions that may have arisen, but I was still surprised as to the extent of how it 
ended up coloring my interactions with contacts and interviewees, both South Sudanese and 
foreign alike. While my research did not directly tie to national politics or the conflict, and I was 




the part of some of the participants in this study. In one instance, while interviewing a 
representative at the national level about the role of the national government, the interviewee 
began to appear agitated and made numerous attempts to clarify that I was asking my question in 
reference to education specifically; in Torit, an interviewee became visibly nervous when they 
received a phone call from national security in the middle of the interview; after completing an 
interview in Western Equatoria I checked my phone to find several missed calls from a previous 
interviewee, who wanted further confirmation and assurances that their interview and identity 
would remain anonymous; across the country, individual and institutional interviewees declined 
to be recorded and asked me to take notes instead, or asked me to turn off the voice recorder 
before they answered particular questions.  
In examining the responses themselves, it is notable that interviewees at times spoke 
delicately of the instability. In South Sudan, it is rarely referred to as a civil war, even though 
that is how it is often described to in the international media. Instead it is described as 
“insecurity” or “the crisis” – vague terms that do not pit one group against another, or voice 
opinions on the nature of the events and the actors involved. This was true at the community, 
intermediary and national levels. Furthermore, while participants would identify insecurity as a 
challenge that the education system struggled with, they rarely offered more details as to exactly 
how and why this occurred.  
In this regard, the conflict in South Sudan certainly influenced the narratives that were 
captured, even though it was not directly the object of questioning. Due to fears and the need to 
be strategic, citizens developed subtle expressions that allowed them to communicate their 




[which] cannot always be done directly or openly at all times, but must often be disguised or 
done under structural arrangements not always of one’s making” (Apple & Buras, 2006, p.10). 
The Problem with “Post-Conflict” Development. Much of the donor funded strategies 
and programming in South Sudan was designed around the idea of the country being in a phase 
of independence and post-conflict, beginning in 2005, when the peace agreement was first 
signed. When I first began designing my project, this was the mentality that I had as well. 
However, after arriving in South Sudan, this perspective began to change. After conflict broke 
out in 2013 in Juba, it spread to other parts of the country. As a result, while some parts of the 
country are engaged in the civil war at any given point in time, there are large areas of the 
country that are relatively peaceful. It is also not very useful to assume that all three states that 
fall under the opposition area are conflict areas, as there are pockets of peace even in this region. 
Furthermore, in addition to the conflict occurring at the national level, there are localized 
conflicts that occur, relating to militias, varying rebel movements, tension over access to natural 
resources, cattle raiding, etc. This means that it is impossible to label the country as being in a 
state of conflict, or being in a post-conflict phase, at any given time. These conflict dynamics 
also mean that international aid is often in a state of flux, grappling with access to populations 
that need assistance, and also needing to be responsive to needs that are constantly changing. The 
conflict dynamics also mean that aid organizations often halt operations and withdraw staff if 
they deem an area to be too unsafe to operate in.  
Equanimity with Methodological Considerations. The discussion of methodological 
considerations does not necessarily bring up solutions to the limitations and concerns raised. 
Rather, it allows us to reach a point of equanimity, in which these considerations become points 




community self-determination in South Sudan. In this sense, perhaps resolving these issues is not 
the point anyway, but rather expanding the methodology and data to incorporate these 
considerations.  
Lessons from the Field 
The data collection phase of this study operated under a premise inspired by Spivak’s 
(1988; 2010) work: the subaltern are speaking, but we as researchers have failed to listen. 
Manyozo (2017) notes that “subaltern groups are already producing radical and critical voices 
that are themselves alternative perspectives that point the way towards the good living” (p.25) – 
but we have not created and employed the necessary frameworks, methodologies and mindsets to 
capture these voices in order to establish more holistic historical narratives, as well as create 
more informed and responsive programs and policies.   
This section of the results chapter creates a foundation of knowledge that establishes key 
concepts, and also how different stakeholders in the educational system of South Sudan are 
organized and perceived. With communities being placed at the center of analysis, I begin with 
revisiting the three participant groups that constituted the interviews on the country’s education 
system. I amend the parameters of these groups that I started with, particularly that of the 
“community”, and acknowledge the complexity of such identities within the country’s 
governance system.  
I then discuss the attribution of responsibility in education, by analyzing the relationships 
between these different groups, and their perceptions of each other in relation to what emerged 
during coding of the interviews, as well as what was observed during my fieldwork. This 





Lastly, I present the tension that exists between the needs of community members and the 
provision of services in South Sudan’s education system, focusing specifically on curriculum, 
school fees, safety, teen pregnancy and gender, as well as the national languages policy. This 
disconnect, between what communities articulate as their needs and the services provided by the 
government and NGOs, perhaps indicates why progress in education has been haphazard despite 
significant investment. 
Revisiting Participant Groups. The following text revisits the three participant groups 
(community members, intermediaries, national representatives), that constituted the methodology 
of this study, and uses a grounded approach to analyzing the data collected (no preexisting codes 
were used for analysis; rather, they were emergent from the data analyzed). In this sense, I return 
to the guidelines provided by Subaltern Studies, and seek to refine the parameters of my research 
based on knowledge learned through data collection, and thus present these groups as fluid and 
complex categories that vary by individual, and are responsive to external pressures.  
In returning to the three participant groups that structured this study in this section, we 
can clarify and expand our understanding of them to reflect the lessons learned in the field, 
primarily expanding on the definition of community. This in turn influences the relationship and 
overlap that community members have with the other two categories of participants. In 
emphasizing the fluidity and relativity of identity markers Manyozo (2017) encourages us to 
understand aspects of identity as “a constant negotiation of individual and collective identities” 
(p.6), In doing so, we maintain an inclusive approach to social categories, rather than one with 
rigid parameters that does not accommodate for the overlapping of identities, multiple identities 
(that may appear to be conflicting), relativity, and changes that occur over time in response to 




researchers, “our identities and actions are multiple and complicated; we are positioned in 
different ways along various axes of power and within a nexus of shifting relations and contexts” 
(Apple & Buras, 2006, p.9). 
This complexity was reflected in the data collected for this dissertation; the study 
revealed that the identities of South Sudanese citizens in the three participant groups were not 
absolute. During interviews, representatives of the national level of government referenced their 
own communities in rural areas that were still a part of their identity. Similarly, intermediaries 
that were South Sudanese also connected to their identities at the local level.  
In addition to this, identities at each level were not homogenous; even within each 
participant group, there are “subaltern” and “elite”. This was particularly evident when 
interviewing and recruiting community members to interview. Access to the elite of a 
community was far easier, and they were more likely to speak English and be connected to the 
contacts that I made when I first arrived in a place. Amongst intermediaries, international aid 
workers were the most accessible sub-group in Juba, which highlighted the importance of 
traveling to different parts of the country to be able to include South Sudanese participants. By 
expanding the geographic breadth of the study, I was also able to incorporate participants that 
represented a wider range of ethnic groups.  
A third point of consideration is raised by Manyozo (2017), in which he urges us to 
consider the possibility that even the subaltern can transform into oppressors under certain 
conditions. This potentially occurs in two arenas: within communities (such as local elite), and 
from a hierarchical source (South Sudanese citizens at the intermediary and national level that 
maintain community identities). This was particularly evident in the way in which community 




devalued for contributions that they have made through self-determination by South Sudanese at 
the intermediary and national level. By assuming such views, South Sudanese have become 
complicit in perpetuating this perspective. Thus, while they may assume subaltern identities in 
their ties to their home communities, they may also threaten the self-determination of 
communities at times. 
It is with an understanding of these complexities that the data is engaged to understand 
how communities are understood and perceived within South Sudan’s education system. The 
data discussed here will inform the successive sections of the results chapter, and also help create 
a foundation to build a community self-determination framework for praxis (to be presented in 
the concluding chapter).  
Defining community with local markers. The primary definition of community that emerged 
in the data is contingent upon local markers of commonality, and was most frequently cited by 
South Sudanese citizens, regardless of the participant group they belonged to. The key codes that 
emerged in data analysis illustrate that community is defined as a group of people that share 
common characteristics such as: geographic markers/location, common livelihoods, language, 
culture and interests/goals. Some examples of responses include (emphasis added): 
“everything you learn from home. Like the farming, and everything, even the way 
you greet other people. The people that are staying in that area. Group of people 
that stay together in a certain area.” 
“as a collection of people living together, with common interests and …common 
goals to achieve…possibly able to communicate with a common language” 
“community is a group or comprises of families. That forms a community. So it is 
like a big family or very many families” 
“Like at village level…family is the smallest unity of a community…a community 




When using a grounded approach to understanding participant responses’ to this question, it is 
evident that citizens view their communities as complex social structures that are created as a 
result of a multitude of dynamics. In fact, for the most part, they did not use the terms “ethnicity” 
or “tribe” in their responses – even though the characteristics they identified strongly correlate 
with the characteristics of an ethnic group. This challenges the international public discourse on 
South Sudan which assumes that ethnicity or “tribe” is a sufficient label for describing identity, 
while ignoring the multitude of diverse markers that constitute these groups. At a superficial 
level, there are often references in public presentations and documents to the estimated 56 ethnic 
groups in South Sudan, but far less is acknowledged and engaged with in terms of the diversity 
of ethnic groups and the varying dynamics at the local level that necessitate that policies and 
programs be responsive and flexible. In his discussion of the language of oppression, Manyozo 
(2017) cautions us to be cognizant of the politics of meaning, and the violence that can be 
embedded in how we communicate about the subaltern and development. By referencing social 
organization in South Sudan as merely ethnic/“tribal”, it silences the complex and dynamic 
network of social factors that maintain communities – which may have links to ethnic and 
cultural identities and practices, but is by no means limited to them. It also allows international 
development professionals to then attribute the failure of their programs to “tribalism” and the 
conflict they allege results from it, rather than acknowledging their own complicity in 
perpetuating an environment of underdevelopment ripe for conflict, and the historical 
undercurrents that have led to contemporary challenges in political stability and development.  
Many of the characteristics identified are considered dynamic, and have evolved since the 
earliest migration patterns documented in the pre-colonial era (Beswick, 2004), as noted in the 




vulnerable and responsive to both internal and external pressures. For example, within a 
contemporary context it is important to consider that a significant portion of South Sudanese 
citizens are displaced internally, have fled across international borders as refugees, or have 
become members of the diaspora in other countries. This impacts both where they live, and what 
livelihoods they are able to practice - the same characteristics that are also the distinguishing 
features between different community and ethnic groups in South Sudan, whose lives are 
organized around cultural practices, livelihoods, and proximate habitation. When migration 
occurs, whether forced or voluntary, new communities are forged – both temporary and long-
term.  While the hope is that conflict will end and community members will have safe places to 
return to, at times South Sudanese citizens have found themselves displaced in refugee camps in 
Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda for decades at a time. While there is no official statistic for the 
current population of South Sudan, it is estimated that since independence, one third of the 
estimated12 million people that resided in the country have been internally displaced or fled 
across international borders (“As South Sudan Implodes”, 2017). Currently, the UN hosts over 
200,000 IDPs in six Protection of Civilians sites across the country (UNMISS, 2017).  
Community as “service delivery” groups. The secondary definition of community that 
emerged during data collection was that of service delivery groups, such as youth, women, 
veterans, etc., but was only observed among intermediaries, particularly those working for NGOs 
and donors. This interpretation of the term was also quite evident in the programming literature 
available from NGOs, which did not tend to explicitly define community, but rather proceeded 
with an assumed definition. This was best articulated by an international NGO worker, who was 




we use community in a standard sort of problematic way to mean a group of people that 
share the same interest…a group of people that share some similar axis of identity…it 
generally assumes in that use that they all have the same interests, same points of view, 
same problems usually, since almost all the NGO language is built around problems that 
need to be addressed…I think mostly we use it as a substitute for knowing anything what 
so ever about the people involved. 
What is particularly striking about this acknowledgement is that it illustrated how the 
definitions of practice and community are being imposed from “above”, with the leverage (over 
financial resources) in the hands of international NGOs. Furthermore, despite the 
operationalization of the term being problematic, there is no recourse against this trend, and no 
mechanisms to ensure that NGOs do learn the histories and realities of the citizens that they 
work with. He continues,  
…the ability to present yourself as a community is a real resource...the way that NGOs 
use it ends up governing how a lot of other people use it in public speech…like I get 
hundreds of proposals every few months from groups of people that are all trying to 
present themselves as representing a particularly community of interest…I’m running the 
youth club…I’m running like the Wau Children’s Soccer Team. I’m representing the 
Church Women’s Association...so at least in their relationships with us, people need to be 
able to present themselves…as a community, and that ends up defining it publicly. 
What is far less acknowledged and even known, is the how it is that South Sudanese people 
describe themselves, in a myriad of ways. Through his anthropological training, he was able to 




In that very particular way that ignores diversity, that ignores like axes of difference 
within groups of people...But then there are like a gazillion ways that all different groups 
of people in South Sudan define… ways that they belong to each other, at scales that are 
larger than immediate kinship groups. 
The limitation of this approach to interpreting “community” is that it removes people from the 
social structures and geographic areas in which they live, and determines many parts of their 
identity. Whether we are looking at women in general as a category at the national level, or 
groups women form within their villages around livelihoods, governance, activism, or religion, 
these groups are diverse. This diversity is brushed over in the use of service delivery categories 
to define community. 
In relation to the concept of self-determination, using service delivery groups as a unit of 
analysis becomes too generalized for us to draw meaningful lessons about communities’ agency 
and needs. It also ignores the multitudes of needs, challenges and capabilities found within the 
category. 
It is possible that this type of language reflects global macro level policies that are 
filtered down to the local level, and emerges from an attempt to organize targeted audiences for 
development programs and inform efficient decision-making and implementation processes. In 
solely viewing citizens as service delivery groups, we ignore the myriad of factors and aspects of 
their identity that influence their values, behaviors and desires. We also dismiss their dignity in 
being seen and acknowledged holistically, as opposed to purely in respect to the program being 
implemented and the needs of donors. In this sense, the identities of communities are being 




In describing communities in a static and absolute manner, it also promotes what Aimee 
Cesaire referred to as “thingification” of the oppressed/subaltern – this in turn maintains their 
“interminable state of marginality where they have no name, no identity, no history, no future 
and no dignity” (Manyozo, 2017, p.47). Thereby, in depending on technicalities, the international 
development sphere commodifies the key characteristics that constitutes a citizens’ life, and the 
manner in which they engage with the world around themselves. Identities are not always 
predictable or pre-determined; there are dynamics of agency, choice and autonomy, none of 
which are static, that need to be considered. How do we accommodate for, and include, these 
instances into both research and programming practices? 
A definition grounded in reality. The importance of using a grounded approach to 
research how community is defined, within both data collection and analysis, is that 
“Communities and groups can only maintain their cohesion and their ways of functioning 
because they are embedded in their own symbolic sites…even of those who, theoretically, are in 
the urban and modern arena (Zaoual, 1997, p.31). When the question of how “community” is 
defined begins with those that constitute it, the results reveal a very different approach than the 
responses of those that maintain control over legislation and financial resources. While this study 
did not specifically explore the ramifications of this discrepancy, we can anticipate the risks that 
result from it (as discussed above). In trying to capture resilience in a history over-whelmed with 
war, using grounded methods becomes vital as communities play an important role, particularly 
during times of conflict as “‘the upkeep and maintenance of the social network is the surest 
strategy to protect oneself from life’s uncertainties’” (Zaoual, 1997, p.35). 
As multiple interviewees noted, communities are present at multiple layers or social 




stakeholders reflects a generalized macro approach that perceive communities from the global 
and national perspective. This makes it easier to treat communities as homogenous entities – not 
just in the way that they function, but also in terms of their needs. From the perspective of NGOs 
and donors, a widely applicable schema provides the justification for utilizing the same strategy 
in multiple locations across the world, championing the programming designs of the 
organization, and to portray a more efficient use of resources to donors. However, in using a 
grounded approach to understanding the term community, we remove pre-conceived ideas of 
what characterizes it, while also creating the space for individual variations to emerge and be 
acknowledged. By basing the definition in the responses of community members, we also show 
respect and deference to those whom the identity belongs to, and is practiced by.  
Intermediaries. In the end, it appears that a generic label for the intermediary group is 
inadequate for fully understanding this diverse group and how they interact with other levels of 
governance in South Sudan. I draw this conclusion both from interview responses and also the 
experience of recruiting participants for this group. This is primarily because not only do the 
various intermediaries have different goals, but they maintain different levels of access to power, 
leverage, financial resources, and mobility. In analyzing agency, power, and self-determination, 
the ability of a local NGO is not comparable to that of an international NGO. Donor 
organizations are often far better funded that even state-level governments in South Sudan. This 
imbalance in access to resources has created a status quo in which South Sudanese NGOs are 
sub-contracted by international NGOs as “partners”, but are not in a position to self-determine 
how and where resources are allocated. A staff member of a South Sudanese NGO located in 
Rumbek shared with me, “these partners who used to support us, it is based on their interest to 




a place where we like to work. It is them to say we want to work somewhere here, and then we 
apply for it.” 
The role of intermediaries is particularly complex as they navigate spaces between the 
international and national levels, and the communities they serve. This complexity is exacerbated 
for South Sudanese intermediaries who are seen as playing a critical role in the functions and 
implementation of the educations system, but do not necessarily maintain adequate power and 
leverage in making decisions and distributing resources. As a result, they bear great 
responsibility, but little agency, over how it is instituted. They tend to constitute the growing 
middle class in South Sudan, and as Apple and Buras (2006) note, 
One group that occupies a contradictory location within this nexus of relations is the 
middle class, including professional and technical experts who simultaneously serve the 
interests of more elite factions bent on cultural and economic control. This type of 
location implies that one’s interests are simultaneously aligned with and antagonistic to 
those of more powerful elites. The middle class subject is manager and worker, exploiter 
and exploited. (p.15)  
The relationship between international NGOs and their headquarters was an interesting one to 
observe, because despite the significant influence they had over country-specific operations, 
headquarters were rarely brought up in interviews as the source of decision-making powers and 
funding. A private business owner, who is privy to the decision-making process and contracting 
of NGOs, shared an anecdote with me: when a sector strategy was being created, donors stated 




all sector strategy plans are the same internationally. So like here’s the one from 
Afghanistan….the work had been going back for revision, because we just weren’t 
embodying the concept that they wanted us to express. Which is code for you’re not 
saying what we want you to…this woman sat there and said to them, we can either go 
through this strategy point by point and decide what is most relevant to your context, or 
we can just adapt the one from Afghanistan for you, and you guys can…enjoy your days 
in Juba.  
Given that funding priorities and organization-wide goals that dictate country-level programming 
are set at the headquarters/global level, it was particularly surprising that this did not arise as a 
point of discussion more frequently in interviews. It may emerge from the fact that communities 
in South Sudan are mostly interacting with state and local level offices of NGOs and donors, and 
the national government mostly interacts with country-level staff. However, development 
workers at the country level offices have little influence over how these goals and values are 
determined. In Juba, it is the Country Director and their support staff of an NGO who are seen as 
the highest authority or holder of decision-making powers, and are thus attributed with 
responsibility for outcomes. 
The impact of global control over local development initiatives was felt when walking 
around communities. While walking through one rural community in Western Equatoria, a local 
leader shared with me that UNICEF used to provide educational materials to children attending 
primary school in the area. However, they had abruptly stopped programming a few years ago, 
but had never communicated why this decision was made to the community. Later, during an 
interview with a state level intermediary, it was relayed that UNICEF has stopped providing 




services. The intermediary relayed that “during the war….they were providing textbooks, copy 
books, all the school materials. But up to now, they withdraw from school materials and they are 
supporting other fields like running workshops and…constructing or renovating schools”. 
However, in reading different NGO reports and visiting sites in Juba and other areas, I witnessed 
the presence and distribution of materials from UNICEF. The lack of continuity and 
communication in policies, whether by IGOs or NGOs, has an impact on the communities that 
they operate in, who may lack the support systems and resources to fill in gaps in aid that are 
abruptly stopped with little notice. These types of events usually occur in response to changes in 
global funding priorities, but this dynamic was not openly discussed at any level of governance. 
Thus, at times development programs alleged to enable communities end up hindering them by 
leaving behind voids that communities have to assume the responsibility of filling. The 
implications of leaving communities with this burden are significant; “The African sites are in a 
restless state of equilibrium since they are forced to adapt continually to an environment brought 
about, from the outside, by development. Even if the latter does not succeed, it messes things up 
by the debris strewn from its crash” (Zaoual, 1997, p.37). In the end, not only are communities 
dealing with the imposition of development programs, but they also are left with the 
responsibility of picking up the pieces when voids abruptly appear in service delivery. Because 
inherent institutions and capacities are not developed, this becomes a significant struggle.  
As a result, a later section of this chapter will propose an expanded approach to 
incorporating the intermediary group in analytical frameworks. This new conceptualization will 
take into account the differentials between these sub-groups and how they are present in South 
Sudan. In refining the analytical tools that framed the methodology for the study in this manner, 




also incorporating into literature the context in which education and community self-
determination dynamics manifest.  
National Level Representatives. One of the struggles that I had in recruiting participants 
for this particular group was how to envision the national level of governance outside of the 
national ministry of education. In the end, the remaining participants were recruited from 
educational institutions that represented the national level (such as a public university), as well as 
think tanks in the country that conducted research related to education and other aspects of 
governance across South Sudan.  
Some of the participants that I interviewed who represent the national level of 
government referenced the communities that they identify with in their responses – usually 
bomas. In this sense, they possess two identities within the structure proposed by the 
methodology. In fact, one interviewee who maintained close ties with his home community 
outright rejected the way in which I characterized the three different groups of participants, and 
indicated that they were not an accurate reflection of what was occurring in South Sudan. He 
declined to answer the questions regarding these three groups, and instead presented his own 
framework of how identities are complex and over-lapping in the country.  
Another point of consideration is that the national government representatives do not 
operate independently. Legislation, policies, programs, meetings, and events “led” by the 
national government in the education sector are predominantly sponsored and determined by 
international donors. The elite of South Sudan also have influence over national actors, 
particularly those that have access to considerable wealth. This was something that is not always 
evident from the public discourse, but is caught more so through informal conversations and 




opportunities for exploitation to elite (both national and foreign), it certainly is impacted by the 
repercussions of such actions, particularly corruption which has impacted the availability of 
funds to support the national budget and implement educational policies. 
As with the other participant groups, it becomes evident that viewing representatives of 
the national government as homogenous and exclusive entities that have rigid parameters is 
faulty. Furthermore, it is also important to consider how other stakeholders, such as donors and 
the national elite, have an impact on the members of this participant group. 
Attribution of Responsibility for Education 
The perception and attribution of responsibility between the three groups of participants 
is particularly important to analyze, because it effects how decisions are made in the country’s 
education system. To capture this during the course of interviews, I also probed the role of 
different levels of governance in education over time. This is especially relevant for those who 
hold much of the decision-making powers over resources and policies, which primarily tend to 
be international intermediaries and representatives of the national level of government. The 
tensions and disparities in perceptions that exist reflect a significant disconnect that exists in 
South Sudan’s education system, which in turn has implications for the effectiveness of 
government and donor policies in the country. By establishing the relationships and perceptions, 
we also establish the context in which community self-determination operates in. 
Communities. The most common perception that I encountered of communities is that 
they contribute very little to development in their country, and have the expectation that the 
government and NGOs should provide them with everything. However, in the same breath, it 
was also noted that community members provide local materials for constructing classrooms, 




engage in the informal economy to raise funds for their family members’ school fees. 
Furthermore, community support for teachers has been evident even historically; communities 
often raise money to provide “incentives” to supplement the salaries of teachers, provide housing 
and food to teachers, and also maintain their crop plots and care for their livestock. Many 
interviewees noted that one of the primary responsibilities that community members hold is 
ensuring that their children go to school and pursue an education – this is particularly vital in 
addressing the low rate of enrollment in schools across the country.  
Despite chiefs in South Sudan being the subject of much academic and archival literature 
(and thus were prominent in my literature review), they were not discussed much in the 
interviews that I conducted, other than being identified as the entry point to communities – to 
obtain consent to conduct programming, and also as the “focal point” to share information to be 
distributed to community members. When I began to visit schools as a part of my second 
interview protocol, it also became clear that chiefs were often approached to obtain community 
land for schools to be built on – however this was not mentioned in my first interview protocol, 
when I asked about the role that communities play. Even though South Sudan is implementing 
legislation that governs land, the laws of the country still recognize communal ownership, and 
chiefs often play the role of caretakers of the land that falls under the purview of their 
community.  In addition to providing land, community school founders also shared with me that 
chiefs were also asked to provide verbal and leadership support within the community to 
encourage parents to send their children to school, especially female youth. 
The interviews revealed that there is a significant disconnect between the community and 
national levels of government in South Sudan. While communities certainly felt the effect of 




solidarity and support of the national level. This was true historically as well, where prior to 
independence the impact of the civil wars was felt in communities, but the benefits and progress 
were less obvious. As a result, there continues to be a significant disconnect between the 
majority of citizens in South Sudan, and those that govern them. One NGO worker who 
interacted with the national government on a frequent basis noted that “they’re always talking 
about the situation in Juba. What are we going to do about Juba. It’s like, well, actually 80% of 
the country live in rural areas. Juba is not South Sudan….So I kind of sometimes get the 
impression that they haven’t really been in a school very recently, or haven’t really talked to 
teachers who are teaching.” This is particularly problematic as the majority of the population 
resides outside of Juba and other urban areas. 
The implications for this disconnect are significant for issues of development and 
security. It may encourage citizens to take matters into their own hands, especially when there is 
a long track record of not addressing the urgent needs of communities. This can manifest in 
founding community schools, when public schools are insufficient in number or located too far 
from communities to be accessible. On the other end of the spectrum, it can also manifest in 
responding to security issues as a community when government security agencies fail, or at times 
are even perceived to be the perpetrators.  
In terms of perception, national representatives tended to express frustration and disdain 
of those at the community level. Citing the grievances that communities have of the national 
government, they described an unrealistic expectation that the government should provide them 
with “everything”. This expectation perhaps has roots in the civil wars fought with Sudan, in 
which recruitment for rebels and militias was predicated with the promise that these groups 




be worth one day having a functioning and responsive government. However, in the post-
independence era this has not come to fruition. In contrast, while community members often 
cited the on-going conflict as a reason for the lack of services and development, they also 
expressed understanding of the difficulties that the government faced in attributing resources 
given the situation. Based on this, they also noted that because the government was having 
difficult in meeting their needs, they, as communities, needed to work to address these gaps in 
services. Communities did not reject responsibility to participate in development initiatives, but 
rather described their need for assistance in figuring out how to go about this, and acquire the 
resources necessary to make it happen; local materials and low incomes have limitations in their 
capacity to effect large scale change and meet the significant needs in the country. 
This same sense of disdain was also expressed by intermediaries, especially international 
aid workers. An aid worker whose work focused on the Greater Upper Nile region expressed her 
frustration with community groups such as CBOs and CSO, when she narrated, “when you talk 
to them they say we need funds so we can do this, this, and this…instead of saying, we’re civil 
society, which means we are an organized group of concerned citizens who are going to make 
something happen, with or without your money. Which is what we want them to be, to not wait 
for us to come in, but just do it.” A moment later however, she admitted that this mentality that 
she had observed in her work was often institutionalized through the approach that NGOs use to 
their work. She shared,  
I’m not sure how much work we do in actually supporting the community to take 
ownership…whether it’s conflict or flooding, we know [it] occurs every single year…Yet 
the communities seem very surprised, and then shut down the schools, and complain that 




if that’s the mentality we’re leaving them with. Which is: we’ll see you next season. Like 
here [are] your supplies for the flood, we’ll see you next year and do the same thing. 
In this regard, it is important to not consider the community in isolation of other groups of 
governance; the perceptions through which different levels of governance relate to each other are 
influenced by decision-making powers and resource which manifest through program and policy 
design.  
Intermediaries. When asking participants about the role of intermediaries, I 
provided a wide range of examples that were included in this category, which included 
state government, NGOs, CBOs, CSOs, churches, chiefs, etc. I left it up to participants to 
decide which ones they wanted to speak to, allowing their responses to emerge 
organically. Most often, they chose to speak to entities that they interacted with 
frequently and were connected to their own lives and work.  
Intermediaries, such as the state government and NGOs, were described as being the 
“implementers” in the education system, responsible for taking the policies and legislation 
determined at the national level to communities across the country. NGOs in particular were 
often described as “helpers” that provided assistance where the government was unable to fulfill 
its duties. Donors that do not implement much programming themselves, but rather dispersed 
resources and oversaw strategies, also used NGOs as implementing partners. 
One of the key struggles within NGOs is the high rate of turnover - international NGOs 
often have staff that remain for a year or two, or who only enter the country for short-term 




and displacement due to conflict means that these organizations also struggle to maintain long-
term staff. 
In one instance, a representative from the national ministry noted that the state 
governments are given the opportunity to provide feedback on national level programs and 
policies. It is unclear how this is implemented, as there is no legal framework for such 
consultations, nor are there public records that this occurs. Furthermore, this is the only interview 
in which this finding emerged. It is possible that certain directorates within the ministry maintain 
more close relationships with the state governments compared to others.  
As the implementer of services, intermediaries frequently interact with community 
members across South Sudan. They are the ones that often visit, or are located in, communities 
across the country. For international NGOs in particular, they have the resources (such as 
vehicles and fuel) to visit communities where programs are being implemented, and to follow up 
on their projects. A UNICEF state coordinator that I interviewed discussed in detail his visits to 
different communities, the meetings that he held, and the needs and developments that he was 
able to observe firsthand. In contrast, staff in ministries of education across the country often 
cited a lack of vehicles and fuel sources as the primary reason that they are unable to visit 
communities and schools that are under their purview, thus causing a disconnect.  
An international aid worker, whose expertise has often been sought out to navigate 
relationships between NGOs and communities, noted that there is often a failure to establish 
genuine relationships where the needs and opinions of community members can be articulated. 
Primarily, main community leaders do not feel they can say no to proposed development 
projects, even if they know they are faulty in design or purpose; no one wants to be the person to 




effective or will fail entirely. Because foreign NGOs do not engage adequate tools for identifying 
needs and adapting their programs in a responsive manner, the charade of development is 
perpetuated.  
In instances where needs are identified adequately, international NGOs are known to fail 
in using this information to guide their operations. This was a sentiment expressed to me when I 
later conducted research for a major donor in the country; at the end of each meeting, community 
members would voice repeatedly that a number of NGOs had already come to their locality to 
collect data on their needs, and had either failed to institute programs at all, or had ignored this 
information when they designed programs.  
National Level. It was emphasized by interviewees at the national level that the national 
government was responsible for the planning and policy aspects of the country’s education 
system. This essentially meant determining what the educational priorities were in the country, 
as well as what type of programming and approach were going to be implemented. They also 
maintained responsibility for the national budget for the country’s education system, and 
dispersed funds to the state government for further distribution.  
The role of the national government in this regard was supported by interviews conducted 
at other levels of governance, however these responses also added the caveat that while the 
responsibility lay with the government to oversee the country’s education system, the funds and 
resources promised were not always dispersed and were often inadequate. This was attributed to 
both corruption and the on-going security situation in South Sudan. The impact of this was felt 
not only in the lack of funding to support schools as facilities, but largely in the low and sporadic 




One of the challenges in developing a strong and effective relationship between 
intermediaries and the national level of government, is that both are marked by high turnover. 
Senior government officials are often replaced at the whim of the president, and when the highest 
level of representation at the ministry is changed, this may result in changes in support staff as 
well. These dynamics are also reflected at the state level, where governorships and their affiliated 
ministries are also constantly changing as a result of political dynamics.  
Foreign aid workers that I encountered were often incredibly skeptical of the capacity of 
government staff to fulfill their duties and possess the skills needed to carry out their 
responsibilities. The extensive history of conflict, and the newness of the government, are often 
cited as reasons for this. When speaking to a faith-based development worker in a state capital, 
he shared that in his opinion, “It’s not easy to change from being a general to being a 
government worker, president or a leader of civilians…hopefully with time and patience they 
will become more statesmen and politicians rather than military government….More democratic, 
more educated, the people involved are more civilians involved than soldiers”. Other foreigners 
that I interviewed were less forgiving in their descriptions, describing the government and 
ministry of education as the “puppet of UNICEF” or “donor’s bitch”, and “yes men for donors 
and the UN”. A private contractor blatantly stated, “Education’s just screwed right? Like…they 
have so much to do. They’re so far behind. Which makes them so massively dependent on 
external foreign assistance. Like, they couldn’t have a backbone even if they wanted to”. In 
addition to the dependency on foreign aid, there was also little optimism in the capabilities of 
government employees, as illustrated by one NGO worker who stated, “Everybody in the 
government’s new. It’s very uneducated, for the most part. They’re not education professionals. 




national government in the future, these international interviewees shared the sentiment that the 
national government needed to “grow a backbone” and “they’ve got to learn to stand on their 
own two feet. They’ve got to become like a real ministry of education.” 
Throughout my time in Juba I had the opportunity to interact with members of the 
national government, and they often proved to be vital informants in helping me navigate the 
country’s education system, as well as providing me with the context in which to understand the 
data I was collecting. While the sentiment that there is significant financial dependency on 
international donors within the Ministry of Education is certainly true, it would be misleading to 
then assume that all of the staff members lack skills, education, and necessary capacities. 
Through informal conversations, I was able to learn that many of the leadership within the 
ministry had extensive histories of pursuing education despite growing up in the midst of 
conflict, and also working in the education sector throughout their careers. Their personal and 
professional experiences in their area of expertise made them clear choices for the leadership 
positions they now held. The government officials were well aware of the perception of 
dependency, and in their interviews shared the view that South Sudan should decrease this 
reliance and increase autonomy. However, it was largely understood that until this was possible, 
assistance was needed from donors. Perhaps the perception of the incapability on the part of 
donors stems largely from a pre-conceived standardized idea of how governments and its staff 
should function, as opposed to beginning with a South Sudanese context in which the existing 
strengths, resources and capabilities of the current education system are also acknowledged and 
considered in program and policy design. 
Diaspora. Although the diaspora was not considered as a participant group in this study, 




high rate of (forced) migration out of South Sudan. For the most part, participants in all three 
groups said that the presence of the diaspora is not felt in South Sudan. Ironically, at times this 
sentiment was shared by interviewees at the intermediary and national level that were returnees 
from the diaspora themselves, and had returned to help rebuild their country.  
From within South Sudan, I noted the presence of the diaspora mostly amongst those that 
had returned to help rebuild their country. Some of the South Sudanese interviewees that I met, 
especially at the intermediary and national level, had been members of the country’s diaspora. 
They had returned in the post-CPA and post-independence era to take on leadership roles in 
donor organizations, NGOs, the national government, think tanks, civil society organizations, 
etc. Some of the diaspora that I encountered had left their families behind in western countries, 
and had returned by themselves to work in South Sudan. As a result, they were often familiar 
with the ways in which the diaspora operated, and the contributions they had made.  
The interviews revealed that there was an awareness of a select number of diaspora 
members contributing to development in their home country. Specifically though, the responses 
noted that diaspora members that funded and organized development projects tended to only do 
so in their own communities, rather than broader projects at the national or state levels. This 
included supporting projects such as the building of schools, clinics, hospitals, etc. One 
intermediary for a major donor described witnessing this when visiting different field sites as a 
part of his work: “when I traveled to Mundri East, I saw so many schools that are actually 
concrete…They are built, and they are permanent. But when we asked people there, they said 
their members from abroad contributed money and they were able to put up the schools.” 




immediate and extended families, and also provide additional funds to support the founding and 
construction of schools.  
The implications for this approach of the diaspora are both unclear and complex. On the 
one hand, the diaspora have assisted in filling voids in service delivery that are direly needed. On 
the other hand, allowing some of the responsibility in meeting the needs of citizens’ to be 
diffused to the diaspora means that there is now room for inequity to become institutionalized, 
because such initiatives are sporadic and selective. There is no recourse for communities that 
may not have diaspora members and groups with access to the resources, mobility, and technical 
skills required to implement such programs successfully. As a result, the diffusion of 
responsibility means that while some communities in South Sudan are able to turn to their 
diaspora members for assistance in times of need, other communities are left behind in terms of 
development. 
Development projects instituted by the diaspora are few and far in between, and many 
professional positions that require advanced skills, that could be filled by diaspora members, 
continue to be filled by foreigners. The most consistent refrain from those I interviewed was that 
the diaspora should return home, and use their skills and experiences to help rebuild the country. 
Their ability to navigate between communities and foreign NGOs is noted as a particular 
strength, as one NGO worker shared in reference to her diaspora colleague, “It’s been very neat 
to work with him because he’s a very good liaison…he knows the community, he knows the 
language, and he knows the culture, and knows how to interact with them. And yet, he still can 
interact with outsiders, and foreigners, and donors”. The potential contributions of diaspora 
members that were educated was also noted by an international business owner located in Juba 




would love for that to happen. But I only have one South Sudanese diaspora who’s working for 
me”. The reason proposed for this was that many members of the diaspora are using their skills 
and access to resources to make lucrative businesses out of the country’s resources as “hustlers”, 
rather than serving as civil servants or in other development and governance capacities. This 
particular vignette appears to be more applicable to the diaspora members that are part of the 
elite in the private sector, but does not represent the broad spectrum of diaspora that have 
returned to help rebuild their country in the public sector. 
Observing the Country’s Education System 
Observations became a key tool for collecting data in public settings of dynamics that 
were not directly stated through public means, or that I could not capture through my interviews. 
In observing the country’s education system at the state and national level, I was able to 
document discrepancies between what was articulated through legislation, the perception of 
citizens as communicated through public discourse, and what was occurring in reality. 
Ethnic tensions in South Sudan are often driven by fears that economic resources and 
political power will be distributed inequitably (Frahm, 2012). Frustrations are usually directed 
towards the largest ethnic groups in the country that are believed to have the most control over 
power and resources, and therefore seen to be driving insecurity and inequity in the country. 
These majority ethnic groups are also thought to have the most significant representation in 
government, and therefore also in a position to siphon the country’s resources through corrupt 
practices. This was publicly highlighted in a report by The Sentry, which documented the wealth 
of President Salva Kiir, rebel leader Reik Machar, and their top military personnel, often located 




Although this distribution of wealth at the national level may be documented in other 
sources, the dynamics of that I observed during my time in the field exploring South Sudan’s 
education system sometimes contradicted this spread of resources as it relates to the state and 
community level. To illustrate this dynamic, I cite my observations conducted of the state 
ministries of education across the country, in the towns of Yambio, Torit, Rumbek and Wau. 
Documentation is not available as to the budget received of each of the state ministries, in terms 
of both national and state revenues that support the relevant infrastructure and activities. 
Therefore, there is minimal information to thoroughly analyze the distinction between how 
decentralization is implemented in South Sudan’s education system, and how it is impacted by 
national dynamics.  
Villages, districts, counties and states and South Sudan are diverse, regardless of where in 
the country they are located. Historically, three provinces organized the country: Greater Upper 
Nile Region, Bahr el-Ghazal and the Equatoria. Due to insecurity I was only able to visit two of 
these regions during my time in South Sudan. No photographs were taken of these sites due to 
security restrictions on taking pictures of government buildings.  
The first state ministry that I encountered was in Yambio, in Western Equatoria State, 
which shares borders with the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and 
Uganda. It is uncertain (publicly) what revenues the state is able to access to fund its budget, 
besides funds dispersed from the national government, but it is known that teak (wood) and 
minerals are some of the primary natural resources available in the state which are extracted 
frequently and exported across international borders. The primary ethnic group in the area are the 
Zande, and while one of the larger ethnic groups in South Sudan, they are not thought to be 




outskirts of the town, amongst the ministries of other sectors, and is difficult to access on foot 
from the town center. The ministry in Yambio was one of the most dynamic that I visited, and 
despite the ministry’s location, it appeared to be in use by civil servants, NGOs, civil society 
organizations and citizens alike. During one visit, I was able to briefly observe a workshop being 
conducted at the ministry by the Western Equatoria Student Association. The workshop targeted 
high school students, and encouraged them to continue pursuing their education by candidly 
discussing common barriers and challenges that students encounter.  
The Ministry of Education in Torit, located in Eastern Equatoria State bordering Kenya, 
was in a significantly large building which had been re-purposed from another government 
institution, and provided significant space for each of the Ministry’s directorates. It was fully 
supplied with electricity, and staff had the technology they needed to conduct their work. The 
ministry appeared to be fully staffed in each of its directorates, and I was easily able to meet with 
the staff and learn about their work. Furthermore, data on the state’s educations system was 
readily available, and the staff member who was in charge of maintaining it provided key 
insights and context to understanding the trends in the data.  
In Rumbek, Lakes State, the state ministry was surrounded by residential neighborhoods, 
but located outside of the central town area. It was difficult to locate, even for the boda-boda 
drivers who are often the most knowledgeable of towns’ geographies. The state’s Ministry of 
Education is located in a large compound, accompanied by a few scattered buildings. During 
multiple visits, it was clear that the facilities did not have access to electricity, and this hindered 
the ability of staff to function. Furthermore, the central building that housed the Minister’s 
office, the Director General’s and their respective staff, was still riddled with bullet holes from 




available for staff to access and visit schools, limiting their mobility in carrying out their duties, 
and also in connecting to the local communities across the state. During my visits I did not 
observe any partners visiting or working in the ministry, which was a striking contrast to other 
states. Furthermore, due to the lack of resources to conduct their work, many staff were not 
present during my four visits to the ministry, and thus they were not always able to provide 
complete details on the state’s education system. 
The State Ministry of Education of Western Bahr el-Ghazal was located in the capital 
town of Wau. A historical town that has played a significant role in the country’s trade and 
migration routes, the Ministry itself was located in the midst of a neighborhood that contained 
several buildings that had survived several generations and numerous conflicts, and had become 
a significant part of the town’s cartography. The compound for the ministry provided adequate 
space for each of the directorates that composed the institution, although the buildings appeared 
to be quite a bit older compared to other sites. The environment was dynamic, with citizens, 
teachers, and NGO workers visiting the site. The Minister and the Director Generals of the 
directorates were frequently moving in and out of the ministry for meetings, and also for site 
visits in other parts of the state. The facilities of the ministry had electricity, and the staff 
appeared to have the technology and materials needed to conduct their jobs. 
The Transitional Constitution and General Education Act indicate that national resources 
would be distributed equally across the ten states. However, this is clearly not happening. It 
appears that the sites we would expect to be the most equipped based on the public fears 
surrounding ethnic representation in the national government – Lakes State and Western Barh el 
Ghazal – would have access to the most resources. However, this does not align with what I 




Western Equatoria and Eastern Equatoria States – appeared to be the most well equipped and 
staffed. It is difficult to hypothesize why this is, as while the national budget is public 
information, the actual dispersal of funds is not. Furthermore, state revenues (usually from 
natural resources) are still a contentious issue in South Sudan, and are difficult to accurately 
track. I was not able to obtain documents on either of these pieces of information during my time 
in South Sudan. Two possibilities emerge from the information that is available: 1) Greater 
representation in the government also means that certain regions are more susceptible to being 
impacted by corruption, and funds exponentially decrease as they move downwards through a 
decentralized system; and 2) Areas that have experienced less representation in the national 
government have had to learn to use their state resources more efficiently to support their 
education system, and rely less on national resources. These hypotheses warrant further research, 
and could provide a foundation for further study. 
Tension between Needs, Provision of Services and Legislation 
One of the more salient findings that emerged regarding educational policies in the 
country is that there is an underlying tension between what is needed (as articulated by 
community members), what is actually provided (by intermediaries), and what is legislated (by 
the national level of governance). This was a frequent point made in the interviews that I 
conducted, and interestingly was most consistently articulated by foreign intermediaries who 
witnessed it first hand in their work, but were also complicit in this tension and contradiction. 
These points were further supported by South Sudanese organizations that I interviewed who 
noted that their ability to operate was at the whim of foreign donors, which diminished self-




One of the challenges that contributes to this tension is the difficulty in establishing 
whether humanitarian or development services are needed, or perhaps even a strategic mixture of 
both, and consequently how educational services are situated within this. Humanitarian services 
that prioritize basic needs such as water, shelter, food, healthcare, and security, view education 
as a luxury postponed until peacetime, and thus a part of development services instead. This 
creates a competitive environment for needs, especially when resources are deemed insufficient. 
The challenge in making this decision is exacerbated by the fact that there are multiple conflicts 
occurring across the country, and there is no certainty as to when the national conflict will end. 
In South Sudan, the Education Cluster had advocated for (emergency) educational services to be 
implemented in the opposition areas where the educational infrastructure had essentially been 
paralyzed due to the conflict. When I first arrived in South Sudan, six months after the December 
2013 conflict broke out, foreign NGOs and donors were grappling with the fact that the end to 
the conflict was nowhere in sight, and that perhaps some developmental programs had to be 
instituted, particularly in areas where conflict was no longer taking place. This provided some 
leverage to the education cluster to advocate for education to be included in the opposition areas 
where conflict still occurred, or risk entire generations of children being uneducated. As one 
NGO worker in emergency education noted, there was a concerted effort to ensure that 
“education is also prioritized in [emergency] response, that our cargo, our supplies, our personnel 
are on board [humanitarian planes] to these locations.” As a result, the line between humanitarian 
and development approaches has become blurred in South Sudan, particularly when the needs 
and rights of communities are being left unaddressed during periods of extended conflict. This is 
perhaps in recognition that the history of mass displacement during the 1990s, which left entire 




By implementing educational services, a variety of other needs can be met in 
communities; schools often become more than formal educational sites, especially in areas when 
support is provided by entities other than the government. For example, Marol Academy in 
(former) Warrap State, also hosts a borehole that community members access. Many schools in 
rural areas that have minimalist structures built from local materials also serve as community 
meeting spaces, or even churches, and some have started to institute evening programs for adults 
on their premises. In some schools where hygiene workshops are conducted, students are 
instructed to share the information they learn with their family members, so that the knowledge 
is spread throughout communities. Many schools, often with support from the World Food 
Program (WFP), have instituted feeding programs to address food insecurity, in which they 
provide porridge to the students enrolled in their school. 
The mismatch between the factors of needs, services and legislation is illustrated in 
Appendix A, which provides a table documenting the discrepancy between articulated needs, 
legislation, policies, provision of services, and measurements of success. Ideally, a country that 
runs an education system in a manner that effectively meets the needs of its citizens, and is 
responsive to the diversity and fluctuations of these needs, would see a strong correlation 
between each of these factors. Within South Sudan, significant discrepancies and contradictions 
continue to exist, which could explain why the country continues to face educational challenges 
despite hundreds of millions of dollars being invested in the sector.  
The matrix in Appendix A draws from a number of documents: the Transitional 
Constitution, Child Act of 2008, General Education Act of 2012, General Education Strategic 
Plan (2012-2017), Education for All goals, the National Curriculum Framework, the Girls 




(EMIS). These documents, and the stakeholders that created them, maintain significant influence 
over how funding is allocated, what is valued, and how both needs and progress are understood 
in the education sector.  
The top row documents the needs of community members, as was captured in my 
interviews, as well as a needs assessment conducted with youth by the Population Council 
(“Needs Assessment of Young People”, 2011). By contrasting these needs with the previously 
listed documents, we are able to identify a glaring gap in meeting the educational needs of 
citizens. The findings of this contrast illustrate how despite portraying programs and policies as 
being in the interest of community members, they are failing to be responsive to their needs.  
Primarily, the most significant gap is seen in security and safety related issues. Citizens 
continue to identify the national level conflict as impeding development and safety in their 
communities. Educational strategies document the impact of this conflict, but do little to consider 
how schools can be protected and remain resilient and supported during such times. Legislation 
provides protection for refugee, IDP and orphan children that are vulnerable as a result of war, 
but there is little to ensure that these rights are enacted. The conflict has not only impacted 
funding that is meant to be dispersed to schools, but in some areas it has led to schools being 
attacked, taken over, or destroyed altogether.  
Furthermore, youth and their families consistently described their fears of having female 
youth be attacked or sexually exploited while traveling to and from school. The documents 
examined advocated for the educational rights of female students that get pregnant or married at 
a young age, encourage “community sensitization” for families to send their female children to 
school, and prohibit teachers from having relationships with students. However, there is little 




students are attributed the right to continue with their education, they may not have the family 
support or financial resources to care for their families while also pursuing an education. Also, it 
does not address the social stigma that surrounds pregnancy outside of marriage. “Sensitization” 
programs, which can be effective, are implemented in South Sudan is such a way that put the 
burden of addressing the issue on communities – however issues like security require a 
multilateral effort to be fully resolved. Lastly, while legislation prohibits teachers from sexually 
exploiting students, national legislation does not attribute punishments for this behavior. 
Attempts at the state level to implement legislation that enacts punishments may not be effective 
either – in Western Equatoria, a key informant noted that those creating the legislation often 
engage in the same behavior they are trying to regulate. Many South Sudanese citizens that I 
interviewed, from the community to the national level, believed that having more schools located 
near communities was critical in improving access to education. The government does not track 
how far students in the country travel to school each day, and neither do NGOs. Strategies for 
addressing this issue are not acknowledged in the documents that I examined. During my visits 
to different schools, administrators shared with me that even very young children may travel 
kilometers to walk to and from school each day. Some students have to move to larger towns in 
their county in order to access an education, and in other instances, have traveled across the 
country to escape conflict zones – this is more prevalent in secondary schools as there are fewer 
institutions at this level across the country. This disconnects them from their families, cultures 
and support structures that would ordinarily advocate and care for them. Social services and law 
enforcements are greatly lacking in South Sudan, and unable to address the needs of these youth. 
The rights and needs of students with disabilities are significantly lacking in South 




shared that children born with disabilities were often hidden away at home, and seen as cursed. 
As a result, it’s difficult to know the extent of needs for disabled students in South Sudan. An 
inclusive education policy was introduced in 2015, but similar to other policies, it lacks the 
resources and enforcement mechanisms to really be effective. 
During interviews, community members shared the need for employment opportunities, 
and access to higher levels of education beyond primary school, as a means of alleviating 
poverty. While a framework for education can be put into place, it is difficult for parents to truly 
support their children through primary and secondary school when basic needs at home – such as 
food and shelter - are not being met. Some of the key documents examined noted that being 
educated would prepare students to be participate in the national and global economy, but they 
did not delve into exactly how this would happen, and how it would help alleviate poverty. 
Interestingly, a number of key issues arose in the documents examined, but were not 
amongst the needs identified, including: adult literacy, early childhood education, lifelong 
learning, research, partnerships with stakeholders, education for unity and citizenship, as well as 
environmental responsibility. These aspects of education were not identified as needs by the 
participants that I interviewed, and may appear to be luxuries in an education system which is 
struggling to provide basic education to all of its youth. 
To leave needs articulated by community members unaddressed can have dire 
consequences for the ability to obtain peace in South Sudan – frustration over a lack of 
educational and employment opportunities, which would ideally alleviate poverty, can fuel 
insecurity at local and national levels. When governance and development approaches are not 
democratic and responsive to the needs of citizens in an equitable manner, citizens may resort to 




To examine how these tensions manifested within the different levels of governance, the 
following sections examine how interviewees described the attribution of educational 
responsibility as they perceived it currently, historically, as well as what they felt ought to 
happen in the future. Specifically, I elaborate on the areas of curriculum, schools fees, safety, 
teen pregnancy and gender, teachers’ salaries, as well as the policy surrounding national 
languages.  
Curriculum. The national curriculum is a symbol of a country’s national identity and 
unity; it is the mechanism used to instill the values and practices that constitute a citizen’s 
identity with its nation. Examining the country’s curriculum is important in understanding how 
community self-determination and decentralization manifest in South Sudan’s education system. 
The curricula is a form of communication that essentially articulates to citizens what is expected 
of them, what is valued by the government, and what standards its youth are being held to. 
Although it is often a long-term document, which may change during different political 
administrations or development initiatives to improve education, it is also considered to be a 
dynamic discourse because of the mechanics of implementing a singular policy in a diverse 
country. Furthermore, at the school level, “the official curriculum is always reconstructed at the 
level of reception as teachers and students engage in the unending process of sense-making, 
resistance, and day-to-day teaching and learning” (Apple & Buras, 2006, p.25). As a result, it is 
important to understand how the South Sudanese curriculum manifests and is implemented at 





The analysis in this section is based upon historical accounts of the curriculum in 
academic literature and the national archive, documents from the national curriculum workshops, 
as well responses that emerged during interviews.  
As determined in the literature review, South Sudan has had a fairly complicated history 
in terms of educational curriculum since the colonial era. Prior to colonial rule, communities 
used inherent structures and practices that varied across different ethnic groups and locations, to 
pass knowledge, values, and skills to successive generations; today these structures would be 
considered an informal or cultural approach to education. Historically we know that educational 
curriculum in South Sudan has often lacked a comprehensive national framework, and was seen 
as a tool of oppression that was dictated only by the ruling government of the time, with little 
input or consideration of the students that were expected to acquire the values and knowledge 
that it promoted.  During the colonial era, the missionaries provided a restricted form of 
education to a select group of people. These inequities in education were perpetuated in the post-
colonial era, where the Khartoum government provided insufficient resources, and imposed a 
curriculum that was not culturally relevant. The advent of independence brought hope for new 
paths of self-determination, including how the country’s education system would be 
implemented. One of the key ways in which this is thought to manifest is through South Sudan’s 
new national curriculum, which has been designed and implemented over the last few years by 
education officials in the country, with the sponsorship of the aid community.  
Across the country, and at all levels of governance, most of the people that I interviewed 
believed that the national government should maintain the responsibility of creating the 




time when the South Sudan was finalizing and implementing its own comprehensive curriculum, 
for the first time, made these responses particularly poignant.  
In select instances, interviews at the community level did reveal desires for communities 
to have a more significant role and increased control over the curriculum used in schools. The 
communities that these interviewees were located in were often lacking schools altogether, or 
were in some of the more rural areas with limited educational opportunities compared to their 
urban counterparts. The distance from town centers meant that not only were schools scarce, but 
government institutions were often not accessible.  
Throughout the course of my fieldwork I was fortunate to obtain support from staff who 
worked at the National Ministry of Education, who ensured that I was able to observe the 
National Curriculum Development Workshop that was taking place in Juba at the time. Due to 
the timing, I was able to observe the process in its middle stages, after the initial framework had 
been developed, but before the syllabi to constitute the curriculum had been finalized and 
textbook materials were created. The workshops that I observed primarily involved drafting and 
working to finalize the detailed contents of the national curriculum for the country. It would be 
the first time in South Sudan’s history that a comprehensive national curriculum and examination 
system would be implemented across the country through South Sudanese educational policies. 
This would ensure that foreign curricula, usually borrowed from neighboring countries, would be 
slowly phased out. It would also provide the education system, and the staff that support it, with 
the tools needed to implement national educational policies and legislation that the government 
was attempting to enforce. 
The creation of the national curriculum was being overseen by a private British 




workshops were sponsored by entities such as UNICEF, the World Bank and DfID (UK). Past 
attempts to create a national curriculum in South Sudan had been funded and initiated by 
development agencies, such as UNICEF, and this particular time was no different. The workshop 
and curriculum development process was attended by a number of different stakeholders, and 
aimed to use a participatory process; in attendance were representatives of the national ministry, 
professors from higher education institutions across the country, administrators and teachers 
from schools across the country, as well as handful of foreign NGO workers. The workshop was 
structured in such a way that participants were organized into groups to focus on a specific area 
of the curriculum that matched their expertise. They then collaboratively wrote their respective 
parts of the curriculum, and submitted it to the consultants running the workshop for review. 
This was then returned to them at a later period for further revision and review.  
As a part of the workshop, I was able to obtain the “South Sudan Curriculum 
Framework” that had been finalized by the participants of the workshop at that point, and was 
guiding the development of more detailed curriculum materials. In describing the vision for the 
country’s youth, the document begins by stating: “we set out our ambitions for the nation, for 
peace, for growth and development, for harmony and for justice. The education of young people 
of South Sudan should be firmly rooted in their rich culture and heritage and enable them to 
grow into true citizens of the world” (p.4). The four goals of the curriculum were listed as: 
“Good citizens of South Sudan, successful life-long learners, creative and productive individuals, 
and environmentally responsible members of society” (p.5). Four elements were described as 
constituting the framework, including: values and principles, South Sudanese culture and 




Observing the curriculum workshop uncovered varying impressions – on the surface, it 
appeared that the process was quite inclusive, and provided the necessary resources to bring 
educational professionals from different parts of the country. When sitting with different groups, 
I overheard conversations that emphasized the need to incorporate a variety of cultures into the 
written documents – this meant using names for characters that represented the country’s 
diversity, and referencing different cultural contexts and practices. However, as will be discussed 
in the second part of this chapter, there are a number of concerns that arose about how 
representative the process was of the needs and rights of South Sudanese communities.   
The next phase of the curriculum development workshop series was to write the 
textbooks. This is going to be a particularly important resource to evaluate, as they serve as 
“perhaps the most concrete embodiment of that which counts as knowledge in schools” (Apple & 
Buras, 2006, p. 24-5). This was especially timely as schools that had adopted the South Sudanese 
curriculum were still depending on textbooks from other countries to guide lessons; the 
introduction of South Sudanese has implications for what would be taught in classrooms, as well 
as how students’ knowledge would be evaluated. 
School Fees. The policies and practices surrounding school fees in South Sudan appeared 
to be fragmented and unclear. At the time of fieldwork, donor supported programs were being 
instituted to make primary and secondary education more accessible and affordable, and thus the 
practice surrounding school fees was in a state of flux.  
The majority I people that I met, at all levels, advocated for free basic education to be 
implemented across the country. However, they also acknowledged that since the government 
was currently unable to provide this – especially in the context of the ongoing conflict – parents 




interview when he noted: “the mentality here is that the government is trying to make universal 
primary school, where parents should not pay for the pupils to study. But that one is also having 
some difficulties, because that system will not go for long with our fragile government 
here….and it will stop and it will bring us back to level zero”. This response also notes that 
community members are both aware and concerned about the long-term impact that the conflict 
in South Sudan will have on basic services. 
In line with policies in most countries, public schools in South Sudan retain more 
government funding and assistance compared to private institutions, and therefore are not 
supposed to charge tuition in the way that private schools do. However, public schools in South 
Sudan do not receive sufficient national and state support to cover the costs of running their 
institutions. This has become particularly problematic as enrollment has steadily increased since 
the CPA was signed in 2005. Without a comparable increase in supporting resources, the quality 
of education has been impacted. As a result, some public schools were charging what they 
termed to be “registration fees” in order to be able to cover teachers’ salaries and other costs that 
may be incurred. In speaking to school administrators and government representatives, there 
appears to be a concerted effort to distinguish between “registration fees” and “school fees”. 
Registration fees were explained as maintenance fees, used to cover small costs at the school. 
School fees were seen more so as tuition, and used to fund the schools’ budget.  
At times, even these registration fees, which from the perspective of school 
administrators was quite minimal, made education unaffordable for some community members. 
During interviews, participants from all three levels of governance indicated that in their 
personal experience or encounters with communities, it was often parents or other family 




situations, even students themselves, usually in secondary school, would try to raise the money 
to pay the fees. Throughout my fieldwork I met students whose parents could not pay their fees, 
or had been separated from their family. In Wau, I visited a faith-based school that had students 
displaced from the Greater Upper Nile region in their school. Because they were disconnected 
from their family, they were not only responsible for covering their educational costs, but they 
were often left to make their own arrangements for shelter and food. At times, NGOs and faith-
based groups provide scholarships for these students. However, the supply of such funds is vastly 
inadequate compared to the needs of South Sudanese youth. 
In many of the interviews it was established that “school fees” were only charged in 
private schools, as to charge for public education went against the conditions laid out in the 
country’s transitional constitution which compels, “free and compulsory education at the primary 
level” (Southern Sudan Constitutional Drafting Committee, 2011, p.9).  However, what is stated 
in legislation often contrasts with what occurs in reality, and therefore violates the constitutional 
rights of South Sudanese citizens; even public education can be inaccessible and unaffordable for 
some citizens. 
Safety. The relationship between schools and the issue of safety in South Sudan is a 
multi-faceted one, as different types of safety issues emerged in the interviews. For example, 
when the “insecurity” causing conflict at the national level was discussed, the security 
implications were more so related to the fear of conflict coming to the community, and the 
inability to access resources and investment in long-term development projects. At the local level 
a multitude of other factors appeared to influence concerns regarding the safety of students, in 




The most obvious circumstance to consider is how conflict impacts schools as 
institutions, and schooling as a process. In areas where significant conflict occurs, schools may 
be destroyed, taken over by armed groups as a base, or used to house IDPs. Even after conflict 
has ended in an area, schools are slow to open again due to looting, destroyed facilities, 
displacement of students and staff, and remnants of the conflict that remain in the buildings. As 
one aid worker noted, in the Greater Upper Nile region “A lot of schools are occupied by armed 
forces, or by IDPs…a lot of the schools have been looted, just zero supplies, blood spatters on 
the wall, broken furniture, everything…schools have been bombed and blown up”. 
In needs assessments that have been conducted in South Sudan, the safety of children 
traveling to school has been raised as a point of concern (“Needs Assessment of Young People”, 
2011). This was confirmed throughout my interviews with community members, as well as my 
visits to schools. In particular, there was notable concern of school girls being targeted for sexual 
assault or coercion while traveling to school. While this was a common response in relation to all 
types of school in my interviews, the fear was particularly evident in relation to girls’ boarding 
schools that had recently been established. The fact that many children lived far from their 
schools made boarding schools an ideal choice for many parents, and reduced their vulnerability 
when traveling to/from school. However, female students still have to grapple with other security 
issues. Community members fear that if conflict were to reach their area, the school and its 
female students would become targets for assault. This was compounded by the fact that most 
schools do not have adequate resources to build a strong perimeter around the school grounds, or 
to hire security. This concern was expressed at a girls boarding school in Tambura County 




school in Ibba County (Western Equatoria) which was well established in the community at the 
time of my visit. 
The responsibility to ensure that children could travel to school safely was often 
attributed to communities, although many respondents said that at the moment no one ensures 
the safety of students – rather, they are left to care for themselves. Building schools in close 
proximity to communities, or even boarding schools, is seen as a viable option for addressing 
this issue. As a member of the national government noted, for a child to have to walk a long 
distance to school impacts their learning, “Because that child will be exhausted, come tired, will 
not even listed to what you are saying. He will just be there because teacher say he should be 
there. But if you keep that child in a boarding school [or] let him be there in his community, and 
provide for him a school”. This was echoed by a staff member of UNICEF who stated that, “if 
the government had the capacity, they would build schools, and they would know how to locate 
schools where the greater population of children are”. At the community level, in some instances 
it was noted that a child belongs to its community, and as a result, “the parents, they trust each 
other…an elder person, when they’re walking on the way, they are responsible for every child”. 
Safety in traveling to/and from school arose at two points in the interviews: once when I 
directly asked who was responsible for safety, and a second time when I asked interviewees what 
unmet needs existed in their community. In the latter question, amongst local, intermediary and 
national leaders, the way in which the safety of children traveling to school was discussed 
focused more so on what was seen as an undesirable outcome: teen pregnancy, especially if it 
occurred outside of marriage.  
Gender Programming and Teen Pregnancy. A number of donor-based and NGO 




Historically, there has been great inequity along gender lines in relation to school enrollment, 
attainment, and completion rates. In NGO literature this is often tied to “cultural barriers”, with 
the burden of responsibility placed on the community. And while there is a significant pressure 
for young girls to maintain households and support their families through domestic chores and 
farming, the issue is far more complicated than this. At the time of independence in 2011, a 15 
year old girl in South Sudan was more likely to die in childbirth than she was to finish primary 
school (“Caught in crisis”, 2014). While from the perspective of international development going 
to school is meant to reduce childhood and teenage pregnancy, at times interviewees have noted 
that girls are more at risk of becoming pregnant due to increased mobility if they attend school, 
and are vulnerable when traveling between the home and school. As a result, keeping her at 
home is often cited as a means of protecting her in this regard. During times of conflict and 
insecurity, the risks are exacerbated as women are often targeted for sexual assault as a weapon 
of war. With minimal public resources to deal with the mental and physical health repercussions 
of such assaults, this burden is often left to families and communities to deal with in isolation. 
Strategies for addressing gender equity usually target “cultural barriers” that need to be 
addressed, but do not subsequently work to make conditions safer for children to travel to/from 
home and school. 
The phenomenon of teenage pregnancy, and its implications for access to education, is 
perhaps one of the most discussed amongst development workers in education in South Sudan. It 
is also one of the lines of argument made in prioritizing the funding of gender-based programs.  
During my visits to Western Equatoria State, state leaders were particularly excited about 
the introduction of a piece of legislation that was being discussed in the state legislative 




sexual assault and exploitation, and attributed punishments to those who were caught, including 
government officials and teachers. In addition to providing one mechanism for protecting girls in 
schools, lowering teenage pregnancy rates, and lowering school dropout rates, the proposed law 
also sought to provide a method of accountability which had been greatly missing from the 
country and state’s legal framework and practices.  
The discussion that I encountered amongst state-level intermediaries, both national and 
international, represented a spectrum of opinions on the feasibility of the bill. Amongst those 
representing the government and major donors, there was great optimism that the bill would 
address an issue that the education system has been struggling with, and provide one of many 
solutions needed to the significant gender inequity that the country struggles with. However, 
other educational stakeholders expressed skepticism, and noted the bill was gradually being 
watered down – the policy makers who were responsible for passing the bill were complicit in 
some of the behavior that the legislation was designed to punish. In a legislative process like this, 
while community-based and civil society organizations may try to advocate for their citizens, 
they do not have decision-making powers to ensure that adequate protections for female students 
are institutionalized in a bill. Subsequently, the rights, needs and voices of community members 
are disenfranchised.  
In addition to the legislative aspect of addressing teenage pregnancy, I also witnessed 
varying responses from local leaders in schools who counted mothers amongst their students. In 
one parochial school, the principal almost seemed to boast of having a teenage mother return to 
his school, and beg for forgiveness while on her knees for having gotten pregnant. The focus in 




responsiveness to students’ needs. There was no mention of who the father of the child was, and 
how he had been engaged with in this situation, if at all.  
When visiting a community-based school, the discussion around teenage pregnancy and 
the education of female students was significantly different. In fact, the school’s founders were 
particularly concerned about the loss of educational opportunities for teenage mothers, and how 
social stigmas meant that they were being excluded from schools. They advocated for young 
mothers to be encouraged and supported by their families in returning to school, and noted that it 
should not mean the end of their educational careers. This stance could be considered quite 
radical amongst educators in the South Sudanese context at the time 
The discrepancy in responses highlights one example of how community run and 
supported initiatives are able to be responsive to the experiences and circumstances of 
community members, and also find mechanisms to meet their needs. The response of the 
parochial school was in line with the platform promoted by the Catholic church at the global 
level, as articulated by its headquarters in Rome. The community school, however, was able to 
maintain autonomy over its approach to working with students specifically, and the larger 
community in general. The irony, and also the great beauty of the two examples being compared 
here, is that the community school in this instance counted Catholic priests and ex-seminarians 
amongst its founders.  
For the school’s founders, there did not appear to be any perceived conflict in 
maintaining these multiple identities. Rather, they were able to pursue their lives as both 
community members and local leaders at the same time; In fact, the identities seemed to inform 
each other. In their capacity as priests and community members, they were able to witness the 




determination, an educational institution that they hoped would create a responsive mechanism 
for addressing local needs.  
What made this case study particularly interesting, was how founders were able to 
slowly, but progressively, gain community support for their students. They cited examples of 
initial reluctance of family members in supporting the female students, who then transformed 
their opinion after witnessing the possibilities and success of the girls in pursuing their 
education. These community and family members then became heavily invested in their success 
as well. Such transformations often occurred as a result of individual conversations with 
community members, rather than large scale campaigns; small scale efforts make it easier to be 
flexible and responsive, in comparison to global level campaigns that are imposed on the local 
level. It also highlights the importance of long-term approaches to development that consistently 
engage community members, and illustrate sustained investment in their well-being, as opposed 
to short-term campaigns or one-time workshops. 
The dilemma of educating male students. At the risk of inviting criticism, it is important 
to note South Sudan’s unique situation in how gender-based development programs are being 
instituted, and how they have affected the response of communities. In South Sudan, school 
enrollment and completion rates are significantly low across the board, for both male and female 
students. Much of the support provided by donors is intended to address the significant and 
historical disparity that has emerged in educational attainment between male and female 
students. Cultural barriers are often cited as the most frequent reason for this, and in additional to 
financial support, “sensitization” of communities to gender equality is seen as a critical strategy 




gender disparity in education by organizations such as UNICEF, DfID, Winrock International, 
Save the Children, Oxfam, and AFRICA-ELI, to name a few.  
However, given the significant lack of educational attainment across the board, there is a 
risk of ostracizing male students from education, skilled employment opportunities, and thus 
socioeconomic mobility. Community members, intermediaries and national level representatives 
described finding themselves in situations where when gender-based programming was 
instituted, the educational needs of male students was so pressing in the community that they felt 
the need to expand the opportunities to make them more inclusive. In one instance, a female 
community member shared that after an NGO had built housing for female students of a local 
secondary school, the community banded together to provide accommodation facilities to male 
students as well. Another interview participant, who presented identity traits at all three level of 
governance, shared a response that illustrated with how he was grappling with providing 
educational opportunities in his community. A school that he had founded was initially intended 
to address the gender disparities in education, but the needs of the community were more 
expansive than that. In an interview, he navigated the situation by explaining, “it was also in 
principle in girls school. But it…was not possible to exclude all the boys…South Sudan was 
having so much need in terms of development of skills, in terms of investment of young people 
in their futures. Basically an entire generation of people who have gone without education”. 
Similarly, at the national level government, an official noted that, “When we started with girls, 
we realize that they also have sibling boys. Small boys. When we were teaching the girls, the 
boys would peek through the window, they were anxious to learn also. We said okay, 70% of the 
enrollment is for girls, 30% is for boys”. The fact that this dilemma did not emerge in interviews 




are grappling with in their communities, and the services being provided and prioritized through 
international aid. 
The implications of ostracizing sections of society, by ignoring holistic and responsive 
approaches to education, are dire. This is particularly true in South Sudan where male youth 
often turn to militias or other armed groups as a means of having their basic needs met, when 
employment and educational opportunities have failed them (“Needs Assessment of Young 
People”, 2011). As a result, this increases the likelihood of violence becoming more widespread.  
The lack of educational and employment opportunities is compounded by the fact that 
dowry rates (paid by male youth) across South Sudan are exponentially increasing, to the point 
that it has become unaffordable to most youth who might now opt to not marry, or to elope 
instead, which puts them in contestation with their community’s traditions and leadership 
structures. 
Perhaps the beginning of the implications of this dilemma are observed in Ibba County 
(Western Equatoria State), where in some grades more female students are found in the local 
secondary schools. This is a particularly unique situation in the context of South Sudan, and was 
attributed by local government officials to male youth dropping out of school to become boda-
boda drivers, or pursue other income generating activities, in an attempt to earn money. When 
insecurity, inflation, and fuel shortages threaten even these livelihoods, faced with mounting 
community pressure to provide for families and pay dowries, male youth may resort to unlawful 
methods of income generation.  
Teachers’ Salaries. Historically, due to the lack of a cohesive national framework, 




fragmented and sporadic during the colonial period. Churches bore the responsibility of 
providing much of the funding for their schools. As archival records show, the colonial 
administration filtered their financial support for teachers’ salaries through missionary schools, 
and were reluctant to create any educational infrastructures of their own.  
In the post-colonial period, educational institutions themselves continued to be 
sporadically run, and dependent on the whims of the regime in power in Khartoum at the time. 
Teachers’ salaries at times received minimal support from the Government of Sudan, and thus 
communities often took on the responsibility of collaborating to pay for salaries that never 
materialized. When NGOs started establishing operations in the 1980s as a part of Operation 
Lifeline Sudan (OLS), they also began providing humanitarian and educational support. But due 
to the nature of these operations, the resources were concentrated in and around UNICEF 
distribution points, and were available sporadically.  
What is often left out of the historical narrative though, is that many teachers went 
without pay and served as volunteers. This was noted in several interviews by South Sudanese 
participants. Because they did not have salaries to depend on, community members assumed the 
responsibility of ensuring that the basic needs of teachers were met during this time. This 
included providing housing, food, stipends, and caring for their livestock or farm, etc.  
Today, the Government of South Sudan has legally assumed the cost of covering 
teachers’ salaries in the public schools, and at times sends teachers to private and parochial 
schools. This is legislated in the General Education Act of 2012, which states “The Ministry 
shall allocate funds to the State Ministries of Education on a monthly basis to cover salaries, 
operational cost and capital cost in accordance with the financial procedures set by the 




wage in South Sudan, and this is exacerbated by the fact that the government continues to spend 
the majority of its budget on security measures, while lapsing on its fiscal responsibilities in 
other sectors such as education.  
When conflict broke out in 2013, the Government of South Sudan stopped paying 
teachers’ salaries in rebel controlled areas, which included the states of Jongelei, Upper Nile, and 
Unity State. While many schools were closed, destroyed or taken over by armed forces, teachers 
that continued to serve were supported by NGOs and other funding sources through “incentives”.  
When speaking to interview participants about NGOs paying teachers’ salaries, a 
concerted effort was made to emphasize that NGOs only provide “incentives”, not salaries – this 
was clarified by one NGO worker in education who stated that “we have NGOs who have a bit 
of funding to pay this sort of, we call emergency allowance. Because we don’t want to call it 
teacher payment, because that gets [us] in trouble”. These incentives are seen as supplementary 
to salaries, and intended to motivate teachers to continue with their jobs and remain in the 
profession. As a result, this makes a distinction between the government’s role and that of other 
stakeholders. However, at the same time, it is widely understood that without these “incentives” 
teachers may have nothing to sustain themselves. In this regard, it appears to serve as a legal 
loophole for paying teachers’ salaries when they were not receiving funds from the government.   
Due to the fact that teachers’ salaries are not sufficient to meet the needs of families, 
trained teachers have been noted to resort to jobs in NGOs, or even in the armed forces, where 
means of making an adequate and reliable salary is seen as more viable. This was acknowledge 
by a member of the national government who admitted, “this [is] the area that is really harming 
the education sector…the money that is paid to these teachers is not really encouraging…they 




The drive to use their skills in a different sector is also motivated by the exponential increases in 
inflation that South Sudan has witnessed in recent years, which punishes those whose salaries 
have not increased accordingly. This potentially dissuades future generations from enrolling in 
teacher training programs, despite the high unemployment rates. My fieldwork trip to Western 
Equatoria coincided with a new national program that made funding available for teachers to be 
trained at the University of Juba. Despite having been advertised for over a week on the radio 
and other forms of media, no one had signed up at the time. The low salaries in this sector 
provide little incentive for new generations of teachers to be trained. 
The issue of paying teachers’ salaries essentially creates a catch-22 for communities: 
While it is desirable for the government to take on the role of covering these costs in the post-
independence period, it also inhibits the ability of community members to fill voids in such costs 
when the national government is not distributing the necessary funds. As a result, a potential 
outcome in the future is that parents may elect to enroll their children in community, parochial, 
or other private schools, where costs are covered by other sources, and private funding is better 
streamlined. This lack of government support also causes frustration amongst citizens, as one 
community leader emphasized that the government should be paying teachers’ salaries for all 
schools, as they “should make sure all schools are for the benefit of the community. There is no 
different, this is for church school, this is for government school. But these are all children of the 
community who are taught”.  
The issue of teachers’ salaries being paid in rebel held areas was a delicate topic amongst 
educational stakeholders, and one that was difficult to find a resolution to. Government officials 
working in the national ministry were operating at the discretion of the president, and had little 




government restrictions on movement and the provision of services, and also have little recourse 
to resolve the issue. As one NGO worker in emergency education noted, “the government has 
just abdicated all responsibility for the three states in terms of education…in a crisis like this, we 
don’t depend on the ministry of education for anything. Zero, zero, zero. Except for teacher 
payment…we can do everything else, but we cannot pay teachers”.  
For the time being, it appears that the legislation and government policy in South Sudan 
is not accommodating for the current realities on the ground in terms of teachers’ salaries. This is 
a particularly striking issue in the Greater Upper Nile region which contains much of the rebel 
strongholds in the country. While communities and NGOs have sought mechanisms to address 
this concern, by paying “incentives”, providing housing and food, and maintain farms and 
livestock for teachers, this does not adequately address the larger structural issues plaguing the 
country’s education system. The rigid legal guidelines prevent innovative approaches from 
adequately providing teachers’ with the salaries that they need to sufficiently cover their costs of 
living.  
National Language Policy. One of the core components of the curriculum is language, 
which according to the framework document is composed of both the country’s national 
languages, as well as Arabic, Kiswahili and French. During the colonial period, English was set 
as the language of instruction, although missionaries also sought to record South Sudanese 
languages in order to translate Bibles. As the southern region prepared for independence from 
the British Empire, colonial administrators determined that an immediate shift would take place 
to implement the Arabic language in educational institutions. Minimal investment was made to 
support this change in policy, however, and this failure was exacerbated by the fact that not all of 




South Sudanese students were excluded from educational and professional opportunities in the 
impending post-colonial era that hinged on such qualifications. 
Today, South Sudanese youth have the constitutional right, as citizens, to learn in their 
national language. As the Transitional Constitution states, “Ethnic and cultural communities 
shall have the right to freely enjoy and develop their particular cultures. Members of such 
communities shall have the right to practice their beliefs, use their languages, observe their 
religions and raise their children within the context of their respective cultures and customs in 
accordance with this Constitution and the law” (Southern Sudan Constitutional Drafting 
Committee, 2011, p.9). Given that there are an estimated 56 indigenous languages in South 
Sudan, as well as a lack of relevant educational materials and qualified teachers, it is difficult for 
this right to be supported by fully implemented and well-resourced policies. According to the 
curriculum framework, early childhood education and the first three years of schooling should be 
conducted in the relevant “national language”, which is to be determined by the school. During 
this time, the teaching of the English language will focus on oral skills only. During Primary 4 
and 5, students will transition to learning in the English language, including literacy skills. 
Following this, “All students will learn Arabic from P5 to P8. French, Kiswahili and Arabic will 
be optional subjects from S1” (“South Sudan Curriculum Framework, 2015, p.16). Essentially, 
students that complete both primary and secondary school in South Sudan will be educated to be 
at least tri-lingual, in addition to other languages they may learn at home or in their communities. 
In addition to a Directorate within the National Ministry of Education, which assumes 
responsibility for this are of education, faith-based organizations such as the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics (SIL) and Africa Inland Church (AIC) continue to work with language communities 




resources and reach are limited in scope, and many cultural groups still lack comprehensive 
written forms of their language and the educational materials necessary to ensure its inter-
generational transmission. 
Several challenges emerged to the implementation of a comprehensive national language 
policy. Firstly, given the significant diversity in South Sudan and the minimal educational 
infrastructure, it is difficult for ethnic minorities and students who have to travel to out of their 
community to access an education to find a school that teaches in their language. This is 
particularly true in urban areas, such as state capitals, which tend to be more diverse, hosting 
citizens from a number of ethnic groups. Schools situated in this type of environment will often 
choose to adopt the language of the most prevalent ethnic group in the area. For these students, 
literacy in their local languages may only be available in the religious institutions within their 
community. Because educational policy makes the selection of the national language the purview 
of the individual school, there is little recourse for students and their parents to pursue, especially 
when the availability of educational services is limited as it is. 
The issue of an adequate supply of qualified teachers is prevalent in the area of National 
Languages. While teachers may speak national languages fluently, they often lack the reading 
and writing skills necessary to teach them, as this education was not available to them when they 
were in school. The development of comprehensive educational materials in a variety of 
indigenous languages is fairly new, and often driven by international missionary groups in the 
country. Thus, further education and training is needed for South Sudanese teachers in this area.  
One of the key issues that remains to be determined is how national languages and 
measures of literacy amongst teachers will be resolved. At the moment, English is meant to be 




resources and training have not been provided to government teachers and other civil servants to 
allow them to fully implement this policy. Many South Sudanese citizens have greater speaking 
in literacy skills in (Juba) Arabic than in English. As one interview participant alleged, areas 
such as “Northern Bah el Ghazal, Unity, Upper Nile…are primarily Arabic speaking…the 
teachers don’t speak English, the students don’t…those three states in particular got screwed in 
the transition . And because it’s set by the national government they couldn’t do anything about 
it.” Areas across the country, particularly near the border with Sudan, are far more versed in the 
Arabic language and disproportionately impacted by the way in which the language policy is 
structured. This is exacerbated by the fact that the literacy rates often cited in publications, while 
not publicly stated, is based on a measure of literacy on the English language. Were the measure 
to be adapted to Arabic instead, it is believed that the attributed rate of literacy for teachers 






Chapter 5: Part 2 Documenting Community Self-Determination in South Sudan 
Introduction  
Shortly after I arrived in South Sudan during my first fieldwork trip, I realized that I 
could not rely on existing sources of information to serve as references of community self-
determination in the country; instead, I had to capture this on my own through data collection. 
This not only helped me understand how community self-determination was present in South 
Sudan, but it also provided concrete illustrations of the argument I am making: we greatly 
underestimate the extensive history of community self-determination in South Sudan, which is 
the country’s greatest untapped resource. 
In this second interview protocol, I asked members of organizations, that had been 
founded and staffed by South Sudanese citizens, to tell me the story of how their organization 
had been created, the moments and experiences that inspired them, the successes and challenges 
that they grapple with, what types of services they provide, which communities they work with, 
and how they fund their organization.  
I was able to visit several different schools across the country, including both primary 
and secondary schools. Due to high illiteracy and low educational attainment rates among adults 
in South Sudan, I also chose to interview a handful of alternative and informal educational 
programs that target adults. Lastly, I included more macro and national level institutions that 
influence education, such as a think tank and a legal advocacy group. This myriad of South 
Sudanese organizations represent a subsection of the ways in which citizens of the country are 
exerting self-determination and meeting the needs of their communities. Since it is not feasible to 
thoroughly discuss all of the South Sudanese organizations and institutions that I interviewed, I 




use for success, the challenges they face, and how the landscape of community self-
determination is contributing to the country.  
Some of these organizations I had heard of before traveling to South Sudan because of 
contacts that I made, or literature I had read, while others were referred to me by contacts that I 
made once I had arrived in South Sudan.  
While this section is just one of several parts that constitute my dissertation, it provides 
the greatest argument against the perception of dependency that plagues much of the 
international development work in South Sudan, and also highlights why the greatest strength 
that South Sudan has – its communities and citizens – are being challenged and inhibited by 
global trends of neoliberal decentralization (to be discussed in the next section).  
The Founding of these Organizations 
The most common theme that emerged from South Sudanese founders, as the reason for 
starting their organizations, was perceiving a need and a void in services in the communities 
around them. This was marked often temporally by either the signing of the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement in 2005, or independence in 2011 – as a result, many of these programs are 
fairly new. 
I visited a number of primary and secondary schools across the country that were either 
founded by community members, or greatly supported by them. Ibba Girls Boarding School was 
spearheaded by Ibba County Commissioner, Bridget Nagomoro, who wanted to bring 
educational opportunities to her home community. The school is well known throughout Western 
Equatoria, and is seen as playing an important role in addressing the lack of opportunities for 
female students. In Tambura County, an area of great historical significance, the site for a school 




community decided to start a new girls boarding school on the site, and I was able to meet the 
PTA the day before Adeesa Community Boarding School opened for the first time. Richland 
Primary School, also in Tambura, was founded by a community member after completing his 
studies in Uganda, to address the low levels of education in his community. Zereda Primary 
School in Nzara (Western Equatoria) was founded in 2009 by members of the community to 
address the rising population of displaced children who were fleeing conflict, particularly from 
the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) crossing the Ugandan border. Marol Academy (Warrap 
State) was initially founded as a girls school to address the lack of educational opportunities in 
the area. Due to pressing needs in the community, for both boys and girls, the school expanded 
its student body to be more inclusive. Kings College, a community secondary school in Yambio, 
sought to increase access to better quality education in their community. And lastly, Airport 
View Primary School in Torit (Eastern Equatoria), was founded to address a need for more 
schools with a better quality education by a South Sudanese citizen after completing his own 
education in Uganda. 
Friends for Justice, formed in 2008 to meet the legal and human rights needs of 
communities in Lakes State, provides legal aid, advocacy, media campaigns and training. They 
have conducted training on a number of topics, including the provisions of the constitution. The 
23 staff that founded the organization had “training on these human rights issues…And we had 
no voice to talk about [it], because there was no platform to just voice out the community 
grievances. So that was why we tried to form the organization, just to make us to be eligible for 
that”. Training on the constitution has been critical for citizens and local law enforcement 




citizens are unable to read and write, they may not be aware of their rights to due process of the 
law, and are thus vulnerable in customary justice systems. 
Florence, the founder of the 
Women Empowerment Program 
(WEP) in Juba, was particularly 
poignant in speaking about her 
program. As a former refugee in 
Uganda, she had returned home to 
use the skills and experience 
provided to her to help other 
women through training.  She sought to challenge dependency on relief through her program 
during what was meant to be a post-conflict phase in South Sudan. She described the reason for 
starting her program in the following way, 
in the…decades of war, people of South Sudan lived on handouts and relief. That made 
them more vulnerable. The act of doing work for oneself was not there because it was all 
about survival. And now with relative peace, we thought it’s time for people to learn, to 
do things for themselves….So it was our desire to give women hope. Hope in life…And 
we want to see every woman, above all, have self-esteem. It’s for this that we try to give 
them marketable skills that they will use to earn a living.  
The program teaches tailoring, design, and business skills to women, so that they can start their 
own businesses and generate income. They are particularly encouraged to learn how to make 
school uniforms which have historically been imported from other East African countries. WEP 
enrolls between 30 and 35 students a year, with about 25 students making it to graduation at the 




end of the program. Most of the women come from variety of ethnic groups in Juba, while the 
remaining women from other parts of South Sudan are staying with relatives in Juba for the 
duration of the program. 
Skills for South Sudan is based in Juba, and was founded in preparation for independence 
with assistance from South Sudanese members of the diaspora, and other contributors from the 
UK. The organization provides a wide variety of services that aim to build capacity, and has 
worked closely with community-based organizations, and civil servants. Dolly, a senior staff 
member of the organization, shared the story of how Skills started: “peace was going to come in 
South Sudan, and self-determination was going to come….when the government said, now we 
are here, who [is] going to be placed into this government? So that is basically where Skills was 
formed”.  In addition to developing bureaucratic skills and capacities across the board, Skills has 
conducted a number of gender-based trainings and advocacy programs with women in South 
Sudan. This was done with a view to the future of South Sudan, as Dolly noted,  
But there are things which make us move as a nation – it is education. If the girls are 
going to [be] married, and no girl is going to school, who is going to be the next minister 
for these ministers who are in the government? Who is going to be the next person in the 
parliament? 
These programs represent just a small portion of the initiatives started by South Sudanese 
citizens to help build the new country in a post-independence era.  
Strategies for Success 
Much of the literature on education in South Sudan documents the challenges and 




about their strategies for success and resilience, particularly in the face of scarce resources and 
insecurity. From their mission statements, personnel, and program design, South Sudanese 
organizations have been creative and persistent in finding ways to self-determine the 
development of their communities and meet their needs. 
In addition to challenging the view of dependency held of South Sudanese citizens, the 
organizations that I interviewed were also in a prime position to understand and identify the 
strengths that communities themselves hold. At Kings College, the founders of the school noted 
that one of their strengths is that, “our school also looks at developing good leaders…when we 
see that there’s a talent in students, we try to develop that talent. In most of the schools, a student 
who speaks, they consider that one to be stubborn and of bad conduct. But for us, we know that 
they are the people that we need to guide.” They nurture students with such qualities by giving 
“them responsibility, so that they can know how to talk on behalf of their colleagues, so that after 
just graduating from maybe secondary school and they go ahead, they will be leading others.” In 
describing the programming that Skills does, Dolly pointed out that formal education was not a 
prerequisite for being trained. In her work training women, she shared, “Of course some of them 
have not gone to school, but they are very, very intelligent. The women are very intelligent. They 
reason better sometimes than those who have gone to school”. She shared one particular example 
in which women in Lakes State wanted to organize around the issue of teachers impregnating 
female students. They asked her, “What do we do, Dolly?” to which she responded,  
It’s not Dolly, it’s you and me. So we said okay, we write a petition. So we wrote a 
petition, and it was signed by 68 women. And we tasked the parliamentarian. We told 
them we want this…in the parliament. So they went and steadily it was passed…under 




South Sudan. So you can see the power of women at the grassroots, the way they are very 
powerful. 
Dolly’s insistence on seeing the citizens that she worked with holistically was unique – not only 
was she able to see the challenges that they struggled with, but also the strengths that they 
brought to the table when self-determining the future of their community. It is through this 
perspective that she was able to harness the strengths and capacities of communities to help them 
achieve goals that they had identified themselves. She noted that it is important to ensure that 
communities are supported and strengthened as, 
basically, we want them to be strong…We want the international organizations to work 
side by side with them. They are the one to understand better at the community level. The 
international organizations, even ourselves, we are not policy makers. We cannot go daily 
to say, let me say to Yambio, to work with the community. 
When I asked Florence about her 
organization’s strategies for 
success, she shared that WEP 
emphasized staying in touch with 
the women that graduated from her 
program, as “Many organizations 
have tried to train people, and left 
them in the wilderness . But 
we…tend to keep track of these women who have gone out.” Women that have trouble with the 
free sewing machines they receive at graduation can return to the program to get them fixed. If 
they have a customer that requests clothing to be made with a difficult design, they are able to 





return to WEP to get assistance from the instructor. Florence also ensures that she continues to 
communicate with her graduates, visiting them in their workplaces or home, or greeting them 
when she runs into them in church or other public spaces. Like Dolly, Florence notes that a 
woman does not have to possess a formal education to be successful in her program. “Previously 
I looked at the educational level…But experience has shown me that the women who come here, 
who have never gone to primary one, and they’re able to excel. So what I now look at, I see the 
woman’s interest.”  
The founders of Kings College also work diligently to change public perceptions of 
women, particularly those that got married or pregnant at a young age. By publicly encouraging 
those who have dropped out to return to school, they note that “in school we make sure that there 
is no stigma directed to girls who have maybe been married before, or who have given birth….so 
we make sure that the environment is not discriminative.” In challenging the public perception of 
young mothers and married students, they are also going against the grain of what many other 
educational institutions are practicing. They pointed out in the interview that, “You can see, 
when you go to Kings College…some of [the girls] are married…in other government schools, 
or other church schools, those are not allowed…. When a girl is pregnant they don’t allow them 
to go to school.” To further assist students that may struggle to cover their school fees, they also 
provide students with opportunities to work over the holidays to raise the money. This is a 
particularly helpful strategy for students whose families may not able to able to cover the costs, 
and they have had to assume this responsibility on their own as youth. 
The ability to be responsive and understanding of local needs is particularly important for 
South Sudanese organizations. Friends for Justice noted that “these international NGOs, they 




may be able to go deep to where the root cause is, and we can remain there for long to sort out 
the issues.” The 23 staff of Friends for Justice were all from the communities in which they 
worked, and therefore had an extensive understanding of the needs and challenges of the citizens 
they worked with. This was particularly important when conducting workshops around 
contentious issues that challenged the status quo, such as gender-based programming, disability 
rights, and even finding resolution to discrepancies between customary laws and the country’s 
constitution. 
Another key factor that some South Sudanese organizations employ is having community 
members contribute even small fees so that they feel invested in the program and facilities. This 
is evident in educational/training programs, where parents or program participants are asked to 
provide things such as money, food, or local materials. Florence notes this is an important 
practice because “they feel responsible, they take responsibility of this place. When somebody 
has given something, [she] know this is her own work to do. Her own responsibility.” A similar 
strategy is employed at Marol Academy, as Dr. Jok (the founder) shared, the school charges “two 
or three dollars a term…not that that amounts to anything, but it gives people a sense of 
ownership…that this is not a free service, it’s something you have to pay for…So they’re 
invested in it”.  
The founders and administrators that I met with often hailed from the communities that 
they operated in, and related to community members as family and peers, rather than from an 
elitist point of view. As “insiders” to their communities, they are able to serve as role models, 
and provided culturally and contextually relevant examples to their communities of what was 
possible. Dolly, who has been working at the grassroots level for many years, shared her 




I work with them like they are my sisters. I work with them like they are my mothers. 
And I work with them, the young ones, like they are my children…So I tell them, you 
don’t sit, you don’t bend your head, work. I told them I’m also a single mother. But very, 
very strong. Very, very committed, and very proud to be a single mother. Because 
not…everybody’s going to be married in this world.  
In a country where many women have become widows due to war, this type of relationship 
building, which occurs alongside programming, plays a significant role.  
At Ibba Girls Boarding School, the principal explained the hard work that had gone into 
building partnerships before the school even started. This meant not only getting the local 
community involved and invested in the project, but also different levels of governance, and the 
various faith-based groups that operated in the area. He also emphasized that while the school 
operated on the foundation of Christian beliefs, they included students of all faiths in their 
student body. The school “does not does not discriminate against people from other different 
backgrounds. So the children who are here, mainly are 
Christians, but there are even Muslim students in the 
school. They respect for their cultural or religious beliefs 
is respected.” At Adeesa Community School, community 
solidarity and partnership manifests in a different way. 
As the headmaster shared, “the idea is welcomed by the 
population. That’s why maybe honorable [government officials] are also sending their children 
here. And then commissioners are sending their children here.”  
Forming inclusive PTAs was another strategy that several schools used to obtain 
community support for their institution. A Catholic girls boarding school in Tambura (Western 





Equatoria) had a PTA that was constituted of “parents, and the other elders, some government 
officials, and some professionals” from the community. At Adeesa Secondary School in 
Tambura, the community had come together to found a boarding school after successfully 
establishing a primary day school in the same locality. At Zereda Primary School in (Nzara, 
Western Equatoria) I was introduced to a PTA that had inspired donors with their hard work, and 
as a result were awarded funds to build permanent structures on their site.  
The PTA at Zereda was 
constituted of community members such 
as teachers at the school, a community 
leader that was a volunteer teacher 
during the war, a police officer, a parent 
of a student in the school, and the 
headmistress. During the meeting, the 
policeman noted that he did not have any children of his own, and had not had the opportunity to 
pursue an education as a child himself. As a result, he hoped to nurture opportunities for children 
in the community that he was not able to obtain throughout the course of his life. This illustrated 
that South Sudanese citizens are inspired and motivated to invest in projects that they may not 
personally benefit from, but which would benefit the larger community. This was also evident at 
Richland Primary School, where the association governing the school included teachers, parents, 
students, community members, representatives from the church, professional bodies, and 
community-based organizations. 
The organizations that I interviewed often provided a number of services beyond their 
primary function. This allowed them to seek funding from a multitude of sources, and also gave 




them the capability to address the many needs of the communities they served. The schools that I 
visited sought to provide services beyond formal education. For example, Marol Academy has a 
borehole that the community can access and also runs a feeding program; the Women’s 
Empowerment Program also taught hygiene and nutrition skills; in Tambura, Richland 
Community Primary School was seeking to provide adult literacy classes on its premises in the 
evenings, and because “Government alone cannot achieve all the basic needs of the community 
satisfactorily…the fourth objective of the school is to create employment opportunities for our 
people who are qualified to teach but unemployed”; At Kings College, the school provides 
regular workshops on HIV because of its high prevalence in Western Equatoria. 
The founders of these organization often sought out ways to contribute to their 
communities and country. Dr. Jok, founder of Marol Academy (Warrap State), described his 
drive to start the school in the following way: “it’s a combination of personal, family, historical 
realities of the country, and a sense of obligation, and a sense of nationalism, as well as for each 
one [of us] to have a mission”. In a place like South Sudan, where a country is decentralized 
legally but centralized in practice, acts of community self-determination can be seen as 
subversive to the national government. However, as noted here, these acts are often done by 
community members in the interest of the country as a whole. This sentiment was voiced by 
administrators at Adeesa Community School when discussing the issue of teachers’ salaries 
being very low, “We don’t encourage teachers to shift. We want people to be nationalists, 
people…patriotic…for their country. And then help the children who will be the future 
generation.” Across South Sudan, I met community members who also identified themselves as 





The challenges that South Sudan’s education system and its affiliated organizations face 
are well documented in existing literature. As a result, only a brief overview is provided here. 
Lack of funding was the most consistent response from South Sudanese organizations when I 
asked what their challenges were. This inhibited the number of community members that they 
were able to serve, the amount of resources and materials they could acquire to support 
programs, and also impacted the ability to hire more staff with better qualifications. 
Administrators of institutions that I visited often noted that either they could not raise funds to 
serve more citizens, including students, many could not even pay the registration or tuition fees 
that were being charged. The lack of fully trained teachers in South Sudan and low teachers’ 
salaries meant that many schools were struggling to provide their students with a high quality 
education. Schools struggled with providing and maintaining facilities such as latrines, safe 
drinking water, permanent structures, and desks for the students. The distance between the 
schools and students’ homes meant that feeding programs are growing in demand, as students 
cannot afford to eat multiple meals in a day, or are not able to travel home for lunch. Also, 
organizations continue to navigate familial and cultural dynamics that inhibit girls and women in 
South Sudan from actively participating in educational opportunities. Lastly, insecurity at both 
the local and national level was often cited as a challenge that organizations had to grapple with. 
Reliance on International Funding 
One of the most disheartening findings of this study was realizing that essentially all of 
the organizations I interviewed were reliant on international sources of funding in order to 
function. The only exception at the time were secondary schools that were not eligible for 
international funding – due to global aid practices, financial support was restricted to basic 




resources needed to support their schools, and had to be creative in finding ways to meet their 
needs. For example, one community school in Western Equatoria had an agreement with the 
local public secondary school to share teachers and textbooks. However, this was about to 
change at the time of data collection with the introduction of the Girls Education South Sudan 
(GESS) program in South Sudan. GESS became the first comprehensive donor program to 
include secondary schools in South Sudan, and sought to make education both accessible and 
affordable.  
The implications for this dependency on foreign aid are important to consider – in 
addition to restricting the types of programs that were funded, this limitation meant that even 
when South Sudanese organizations wanted to be responsive to the needs of the communities 
that they operated in, they struggled to do so. In the previous section I noted a staff member of an 
NGO in Rumbek had described how they have no pathway for articulating their ideas and needs 
– instead, South Sudanese organizations have to bid to implement or act as partners in existing 
ideas and projects initiated by international organizations and donors. He described this dilemma 
during the interview when he stated, “these partners who used to support us, it is based on their 
interest to work in that particular geographic area. But they don’t allow us to propose for them, 
to help us in a place where we like to work. It is them to say we want to work somewhere here, 
and then we apply for it. They don’t allow us to choose the place, and then they support us in that 
way.” This lack of autonomy means that South Sudanese organizations may be forced to 
implement programs that are faulty in design as a means of survival and retaining access to 
funding. 
The other implication of being reliant on international funds is that it makes it very 




uncertainty. When conflict broke out in 2013 and 2016, several NGOs and donors withdrew 
much of their staff and halted operations. This meant that funding also ceased, and South 
Sudanese organizations were unable to continue implementing their services, paying their staff, 
and covering their operational costs. In the first interview protocol, intermediaries and national 
level participants often described communities and their organizations as being too reliant on 
funding and resources, and unwilling to mobilize resources on their own. However, it is unclear 
how these resources are supposed to manifest – the country currently lacks a comprehensive 
national infrastructure, corruption depletes and public funds that would ordinarily support the 
development of these services, and the wealth of the elite rarely trickles down to communities. 
Conflict also prevents community members from engaging in long-term investment in long-term 
livelihoods, particularly agriculture. 
Strategies of Resilience 
While it is easy to view these organizations as being dependent on external support rather 
than proactive in recruiting resources in their immediate environment, it is important to consider 
many of the personal and professional sacrifices that the founders and staff of these organizations 
endure in order to serve their communities. Such contributions are not always documented 
formally or publicly. This was particularly evident when engaging with the founders and 
administrators of schools – many community members used their own personal funds, salaries, 
and family land to support their initiatives. At Kings College, the first site of the school was 
located on the land of one of the founders. At Richland Primary School, the founder described 
being unable to find other community members who were willing to risk their savings, and thus 
resorted to saving his salary from his NGO job in the town to pay for leasing the community 
land, registering with the government, paying for teachers’ salaries, and purchasing materials. 




are local people, though there is no money, we can be able now to volunteer because we stay 
within our houses. So we can still work for the community.” Ideally, citizens would be rewarded 
for their labor through adequate compensation. Since this is not always feasible in South Sudan, 
there is a long history of citizens volunteering to help their community where needed. At Zereda 
Primary School, one of the PTA members had previously been a volunteer teacher during the 
war. She inspired her students at the time, and one of them came back to Nzara to work as a 
teacher at Zereda as a result, despite the low salary. At Adeesa secondary school, the headmaster 
admitted: “We have managed to bring some teachers, like volunteers. We really don’t have 
power of how we will help them. But we are just pleading to them, because let us push, because 
this is the situation, these are our children. Let us push like that.” When Airport View Primary 
School was first started, classes were conducted under trees by volunteers as there was minimal 
funding available. Today the school ranks highly in exams and hosts permanent structures. The 
use of volunteers to staff schools was also documented in my first interview protocol, where 
respondents mentioned that teachers served without pay at times during the war, as well as after 
independence. While we are often told about the challenges that these organizations face, 
instances such as these, where strategies of resilience are used, are often silenced in the public 
discourse created around development and education in South Sudan.  
Ibba Girls Boarding School was a significant case study for many reasons, but was 
particularly unique because it had a strategic plan to eliminate reliance on international funding. 
As the principal of the school shared with me, 
The government of South Sudan donated this land which is over 73 hectares…if possible, 
agriculture…the soil in this place, in this place, used to be the one providing crops, even 




involved in fish farming from here. We are dreaming about projects of both crop farming 
and animal husbandry…piggery and poultry. We have got dreams, in future, of utilizing 
the forest arrangement here, such that we can even be involved in bee-keeping…Western 
Equatoria has been known for production of honey….So that we can be able to generate 
income, within this school’s projects, in order to run its future. 
While the majority of its funding currently comes from its charitable arm in the UK, Friends of 
Ibba Girls Boarding School, the goal is that in 20 years the school will draw 80% of its resources 
locally to support its operations. In order to increase the likelihood that this happens, getting 
support from the community and institutions across the state has been vital. While Florence’s 
WEP program largely relies on funding from the Mennonite Central Committee, she notes that a 
significant goal of her program is to provide long-term economic and food security for the 
women that enroll in her program, so that they do not have to rely on humanitarian aid. When 
she was first inspired to start her program she thought, “why do we give them cash? Where they 
will tomorrow come back for more. Why don’t we give them skills? Skills that will live with 
them for a long time…Many families here have one meal in a day. But if a woman is able to 
generate money, can a family have maybe two meals in a day?” This illustrates that not only do 
South Sudanese initiatives desire to be financially independent, but where possible, they are 
making strategic decisions to ensure that this happens.  
Community Self-Determination as a Catalyst 
The South Sudanese organizations that I encountered were taking holistic and radical 
approaches to be responsive in meeting the needs of their communities: St. Mary’s Catholic 
Primary School in Tambura (Western Equatoria), which has an active PTA, placed second 




Marol Academy also has a student body that was almost equal in number of boys and girls, and 
provided a borehole for community members to use; Richland Primary School (Tambura) had 
placed second in the county mock exams despite not having any permanent learning structures, 
allows orphans to learn for free, and was developing a garden on its site to help students learn to 
cultivate food crops; in Ezo, community members responded to mass displacement from the 
LRA by combining their community schools into one in order to continue providing education; 
Adeesa Secondary School (Tambura) mobilized to make use of a vacant school site and is 
allowing students to make contributions to the school in food items (flour, nuts, etc.) instead of 
charging tuition; Kings College welcomes non-traditional students that have been ostracized by 
other schools, and now enrolls more female than male students. 
These organizations also take a different role in working with South Sudanese citizens 
compared to their international counterparts, by seeing their work as an act of service and shared 
responsibility. When asked about establishing relationships with communities, Dorothy clarified 
that “Because we are to reach them, they are not to reach us. We are the ones supposed to be 
going to the community, and to portray ourselves. And to give them the knowledge we have.” 
The interviews with South Sudanese organizations was drastically different in this regard 
compared to my first interview protocol; there wasn’t a sense of frustration and disdain for the 
contributions of communities – rather, people spoke about a feeling of responsibility and service, 
and a desire to give back to the communities because of the privileges their community had 
provided them with. 
Such trends within dynamics of community self-determination need to be both better 
documented within the knowledge being produced about South Sudan, as well as better 




“best practices” to be created that are embedded within a South Sudanese context. It also, as a 
manner of dignity, recognizes the hard work and sacrifices of the South Sudanese people. As I 
ended my interview with Adeesa Community School, I began to talk with the administrators 
about why I had begun this project in the first place. They asked, “So our image is not reflected 
outside?” I explained that most people reading about South Sudan would never hear about the 
contributions of the country’s communities. They stated,  
these people [of Tambura] are fond of cooperative work, for constructing schools. Even 
during the war it was the community who constructed for their children. Then teach 
under trees, do this communal work…Even this one is not the first time for us. If you 
look this side, this school was also opened by the community. Even the community 
constructed a concrete building through contributions. By themselves…Instead of sitting, 
crying, we do something and we cry, and we beg. Yeah, instead of just folding our hands, 
sitting, asking, begging, better we do something…Because really we are tired, [but] we 





Chapter 5: Part 3 Neoliberal Decentralization in South Sudan 
 
“…the spectacle of development is framed here to describe various forms of 
deliberate and well-orchestrated class and capitalist disregard for fairness and 
the appropriate context in the design and implementation of policies by 
governments, corporations and other institutions. This strategic dishonesty and 
obfuscation of development narratives through the use of coopted methodologies, 
irrelevant theories and strategies, could constitute what the Princeton Professor 
Emeritus in Philosophy, Harry Frankfurt (1988), conceptualized as “bullshit.” 
The bullshit of development then comprises the fundamental building block of a 
colourful, theatrical and vain spectacle of development. Each of these components 
is vulgar and inconsequential for the lives of the majority of targeted 
beneficiaries” (Manyozo, 2017, p.7).  
Linje Manyozo’s (2017) candid refrain on the ‘spectacle of development’ at the global 
level provides a manner of framing the disconcerting role of international aid in South Sudan - it 
deconstructs the façade of altruism to highlight how development is often a carefully 
orchestrated and exploitative narrative that hides behind the chaos of war and political instability.  
It is not simply enough to identify the issues with our current approach to data collection 
and analysis – we also need to begin the conversation about how we can develop better tools to 
assist in this endeavor. In returning community self-determination to the larger contexts of 
national governance and international development, this section examines how neoliberal 
decentralization is emerging in South Sudan. When I began researching decentralization within a 
South Sudanese context, I initially viewed it as a legitimate and feasible path to governance and 
development that aligned with the desires of the South Sudanese people. However, after 
conducting fieldwork in the country it became apparent that the rhetoric surrounding 
decentralization is far more complicated, and much of what influences how it is being shaped 
does not align with the needs that citizens have articulated. This discrepancy warrants further 
consideration, and presents what may be one of the greatest threat to community self-




the current situation in South Sudan allow us to more accurately describe the current dynamics 
that are encountered. 
The phenomenon of neoliberal decentralization allows us to understand the contemporary 
dynamics that were observed during this study, and also anticipates the risks that will burden the 
citizens of South Sudan. While much existing literature examines decentralization from the 
perspective of a national project, a growing body of work looks at this approach to governance 
and development as a neoliberal phenomenon. This progression is particularly important because 
it recognizes the realities that South Sudanese citizens are encountering in the education and 
development sectors of their country. 
Decentralization 
Decentralization has been a common theme in the public discourse of South Sudan, and 
the country is still grappling with how to institute it effectively. The role of South Sudan’s legal 
and governance system warrants in-depth analysis, as it guides the creation and implementation 
of the country’s education system. There are multiple approaches to creating a decentralized 
country, and it is still being determined exactly how this form of governance will be structured, 
materialized, and function in South Sudan. What is outlined in the country’s transitional 
constitution was meant to be temporary in nature until a more solidified constitution was created 
following independence in 2011, however this has been delayed due to multiple outbreaks in 
conflict. Subsequent legislation, institutions, and resources are lacking to fully implement the 
aspects of decentralization that have been legally established. This dilemma is exacerbated by the 




recent creation of additional states4, indicate that the form of government to be created in South 
Sudan is yet to be determined in many regards. 
Decentralization Ideology. Decentralization within education is presented as a tool for 
resolving issues of inefficiency, lack of participation, (McGinn & Street, 1986), as well as to 
encourage community empowerment (Beard, Miraftab & Silver, 2008). Scholars that have 
analyzed decentralization often reflect that it is difficult to tell if it is an effective model as 
countries often do not implement it fully (Ribot, 1999). This is the case with South Sudan, where 
we more so observe an attempt at implementing it, rather than a truly decentralized state. 
Conflict, corruption and struggles over political power have meant that while the country has 
legally decentralized structures and frameworks, much of the country’s wealth and decision-
making powers are actually centralized. The consequence of this is that government services are 
not well implemented, and state and local governments lack the funding to meet the needs of 
their citizens. This contradiction between legislation and implementation is perhaps one of many 
factors fueling the ongoing conflict in the country as the movement for independence, and the 
decision to use a decentralized model was intended to assuage fears of one group dominating the 
others by ensuring that all ethnic groups feel represented politically and economically.   
According to Sangeeta Kamat (2002), decentralization is the ideology which brings the 
multiple actors together in this new market structure within the education sector, because 
“historically, decentralization has been equated with democracy on the basis of greater local 
sovereignty and increased responsiveness to the needs of marginalized groups” (p.111). While 
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the rhetoric of decentralization portrays a homogenous and predictable approach to empowering 
citizens at the local level, scholars are increasingly critical of the fact that decentralized 
approaches do not necessarily ensure decentralization, and there are a multitude of approaches 
and strategies that are employed across the globe to move towards this type of governance 
structure. Furthermore, at times decentralization policies have in fact strengthened the 
centralization of power and economic resources, and weakened the ability of local institutions to 
implement relevant and responsive programs (Kamat, 2002; Ribot, 1999; Beard, Miraftab & 
Silver, 2008). Because the discourse is often introduced to the public during times of political 
and economic insecurity, it creates a binary for citizens between a decentralized approach or a 
continuation of conflict and poverty. As Kamat (2002) notes, “a binary is constructed between 
institutional mechanisms and civil war as being the only two available options for citizens 
participation in government” (p.113). This is exacerbated by the fact that “the state…is centered 
as the only viable form by which democratization can procced” (p.113). However, it is clear in 
the case of South Sudan that this binary does not hold – the Third Sector, to be elaborated on 
later, has offered citizens an additional path of engagement in governance, and communities 
themselves have created through the acts of self-determination in their own democratic spaces at 
the local level. 
The trend towards decentralization in development efforts also has its roots in changing 
global dynamics, namely globalization. While previously the strengthening of nation-states was 
perceived to be the ideal goal in the post-colonial/independence era, globalization and its 
associated dynamics has promoted the idea that “a strong and interventionist state is also said to 
hinder rather than promote economic growth and the general well being of the population” 




of movement of public services into the private sector. However, it is important to consider that 
decentralization does not mean a weak or minimalist state. Rather, “A highly participatory 
society – one in which all citizens actually do participate -- is likely to require a competent and 
powerful state that actively and continuously seeks to redistribute power among groups and 
individuals in the society” (McGinn & Street, 1986, p.489). As a result, the role of the national 
government changes to implement and support decentralization, rather than having a diminished 
role. 
South Sudanese Context. The dynamics of decentralization contain a self-determination 
narrative within South Sudan that develops from its historical struggle for liberation, beginning 
in the 1800’s with the advent of colonialism. The local indigenous structures in former colonies, 
such as South Sudan, were often manipulated and exploited by colonial administrators. British 
Native Administration coopted the decentralized structure to minimize the cost of ruling the area 
(Collins, 1986). In Citizen and Subject, Mamdani (1996) notes that ethnic pluralism as a social 
and governmental phenomenon during the colonial period, was often co-opted by colonial 
administrations as a mechanism of control. By maintaining geographic segregation according to 
ethnic lines - in the case of South Sudan through the three historical provinces5 and subsequent 
districts - power is centralized at the top levels of government. In addition to the control of 
movement and habitation, colonial administrators also prevented urbanization with multi-ethnic 
populations from occurring. Such populations would allow for the potential of solidarity being 
created across ethnic groups, and a national identity being forged that could be used to strengthen 
                                                          




civil society and citizenship in opposition to the national government and centralization of 
power. 
During the civil wars in South Sudan, these structures were again reinforced by the 
liberation struggle as chiefs and supporting local leadership were the key point of 
communication and enforcement for a rebel movement seeking recruits, food, and other sources 
of support. Historically a decentralized approach has been advocated for as a form of 
appeasement for the many ethnic groups in South Sudan, to ensure access to power and resources 
that were deprived during the colonial period, and in the post-colonial era by the Khartoum 
government. The desire for self-determination through decentralization was solidified in the CPA 
document (“The Comprehensive Peace Agreement”, 2005) which advocated for a decentralized 
structure to be in place for the Government of National Unity during the interim period6, which 
recognized that “decentralization and empowerment of all levels of government are cardinal 
principles of effective and fair administration of the country” (“The Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement”, 2005, p.11). 
At the time of independence in 2011, South Sudan was created with a Transitional 
Constitution, which stated that “South Sudan is governed on the basis of a decentralized 
democratic system and is an all embracing homeland for its people. It is a multi-ethnic, multi-
cultural, multi-lingual, multi-religious and multi-racial entity where such diversities peacefully 
co-exist” (p. 2). This is outlined in the following terms, “(a) the National level which shall 
exercise authority in respect of the people and the states; (b) the state level of government, which 
shall exercise authority within a state, and render public services through the level closest to the 
                                                          




people; and (c) local government level within the state, which shall be the closest level to the 
people” (p.15). This document was not meant to be a permanent framework, and as the outbreak 
of conflict over political power revealed two years later, there were significant voids in the 
document that failed to address the needs of South Sudan. Since 2011, attempts to create a new 
constitution – a process that includes consultation with communities across the country (Siedel & 
Sureau, 2015) – have been thwarted by insecurity and a crisis in governance. It has been noted 
that the case studies of decentralization in some countries present a contradiction: “the process is 
pursued ironically in the defense of national interest when the definition of nation itself is under 
question” (Kamat, 2002, p.116). This is particularly true in South Sudan where constitutional 
uncertainty prevails, and the imposition of centralized governance is contested at the national, 
state and local levels across the country. The lack of a concrete and applicable legal framework 
makes it difficult at times to ascertain exactly which laws are applicable in South Sudan, and 
how they will be implemented and enforced.  
In terms of South Sudan’s education system, there is an attempt to decentralize education 
in some regards. The national government maintains control over the country’s budget as well as 
national laws and policies. States are seen as the implementers of education, and are provided the 
funds to cover certain costs, such as teachers’ salaries, by the national government. According to 
the General Education Act of 2012, the government has chosen to encourage a cost-sharing 
approach to education in the country. As the legislation states,  
(a) The community may make contributions towards the cost of education. (b) Parents 
may contribute in cash or kind for the education of their children. (c) The private sectors 
as service providers may make contribution to schools.  (d) Civil Society Organizations 




Education Departments shall contribute towards the cost of education at their levels 
(General Education Act, 2012, p.13). 
Examining decentralization in a South Sudanese context, whether more generally at the 
national level or in terms of education specifically, reveals that it is an on-going 
conversation in the country. As a concept that has guided liberation movements, it holds 
great significance for the South Sudanese people, but there are still numerous challenges 
to thoroughly implementing the relevant legislation and policies. 
Neoliberalism 
One of the key markers of neoliberalism is the push to make private what has historically 
been public. In doing so, it “is reconfiguring relationships between governing and the governed, 
power and knowledge, and sovereignty and territoriality…[and] can also be conceptualized as a 
new relationship between government and knowledge through which governing activities are 
recast as nonpolitical and nonideological problems that need technical solutions” (Ong, 2007, 
p.3). Because these relationships are being reconfigured, it is not enough to rely on written 
legislation and policy documents to ascertain what is happening in a country’s governance 
system. Rather, legal frameworks need to be contrasted with lived realities on the ground to 
obtain a holistic perspective of what is really occurring. 
In South Sudan, both public and private industries are still developing, and so NGOs and 
IGOs take on some of the roles of these sectors in the neoliberal model. This provides a 
challenge to the development of the private sphere, but also threatens agency at every level of 
governance as a result of ‘NGO-isation’7. NGOs and IGOs in South Sudan do not operate on the 
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basis of short-term programming, but have become heavily institutionalized in all sectors, at all 
levels of governance. This is particularly evident through the United Nations cluster system8 that 
permeates many of the ministries operating in the country, both at the state and national levels, 
and creates a shadow governance system that mandates (by creating a system of dependency) 
that all development and government partners work with the cluster system. This is especially 
true in education ministries that often have a “Development Partners” directorate to manage 
partnerships with NGOs and donors, and hosts regular cluster meetings. This is not a new 
phenomenon in South Sudan; in the 1980’s Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS) was created as a 
coordinating platform for humanitarian aid, and because of, 
The huge amounts of humanitarian assistance it provides and coupled with the weak 
SPLM local civil administration, OLS became within a short period of time the de facto 
government in the SPLM-controlled areas in the south as it assumed the traditional role 
of government in providing social services…The end result is that the indigenous and 
local structures in the south have been supplanted by an exclusive parallel and 
unaccountable system established by the international agencies (Deng, 2006, p.7). 
 
Considering the role of international aid is even more imperative as institutions such as the IMF 
(which promoted neoliberal approaches to development in the 1980s), have now admitted that 
their own policies were flawed and in fact perpetuated inequity in developing countries (Ostry, 
Loungani & Furceri, 2016). The form of governance and ideology a country chooses would 
ordinarily be seen as a national project that is then communicated to external stakeholders. But 
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(Child, Gender Based, Mine Action), Water Sanitation Hygiene and Camp Coordination and Management. These 




even the ‘Orientation Course for Local Government Administrative Officers’ – which outlines 
the historical context and legal framework of local governance and decentralization in South 
Sudan, and seeks to train local government officials - was produced by USAID and Winrock 
International (“Orientation Course”, u.d.). 
Neoliberal Decentralization in a South Sudanese context 
The neoliberal approach is seen as the diffusion of responsibility for (traditionally) public 
services into the private sector, with decreasing government involvement and oversight. In 
essence, a competitive and free market is thought to allow for a more efficient use of public 
resources and provision of services. Neoliberal economic and governance models operate on the 
basis of a public-private dichotomy, and assume that stakeholders will fall into either of these 
two categories. However, neoliberal decentralization as it stands does not adequately incorporate 
all of the stakeholders in South Sudan’s education system. 
In the context of a country such as South Sudan, this model is overly simplistic and does 
not represent the entirety of stakeholders that hold significant influence over the educational 
sector. Instead, this dissertation proposes the formal recognition of a “third sector”. According to 
the UK government, the third sector is defined as “the range of organisations that are neither 
public sector nor private sector. It includes voluntary and community organisations (both 
registered charities and other organisations such as associations, self-help groups and community 
groups), social enterprises, mutuals and co-operatives” (“What are third sector organisations”, 
2010). By expanding the traditional neoliberal model beyond the dichotomy, we are better able 
to incorporate all of the major stakeholders into analytical models, and reflect the realities on the 
ground. This is particularly important for critiques of neoliberal approaches to decentralization in 




the development agenda – it is estimated that 80% of social services are provided by NGOs in 
the country (Saferworld, 2011). 
In modifying the “Third Sector” definition used by the UK government, we can consider 
the following to comprise the third sector in South Sudan: 
Table 1. Proposed Third Sector Entities in South Sudan 
Type of Organization Examples 
National civil society organizations South Sudan Law Society, Friends for Justice 
National community-based organizations WEP, community-based schools 
National NGOs CEPO, GADET-PENTAGON 
Faith-based organizations Catholic diocese, Episcopal diocese 
National policy institutes and think tanks Sudd Institute, Ebony Center 
International donors UN and its relevant agencies, World Bank, 
USAID, DfID 
International NGOs Save the Children 
 
By treating these organizations as their own sector, and categorically acknowledging their role, 
we are able to better track their role in South Sudan. This is not to say that this sector is 
homogenous by any means, but rather that they warrant their own category of analysis.  
Illusion of Empowerment and Choice. One of the key characteristics of neoliberal 
ideology, when it manifests within education systems, is the illusion of choice. Neoliberalism 
gains traction and supporters by convincing countries and their citizens that in privatizing public 
services, they will gain access to an increased number of options that will be of a higher quality 
due to competition, and will therefore better meet their needs. However, the options given by 
private or third sector entities are often tightly controlled, and only supply a limited number of 
options at the discretion of providers. This also means that non-public entities determine the 
location of projects, who the beneficiaries are, and the duration of them. The World Bank 
Service Delivery Project, which purports to encourage community empowerment at the 




to receive funding. The project documents provide readers with an “Indicative Investment 
Menu” which lists eligible education projects as “Construction, repair or extension of existing 
primary schools where teacher is already present.” and “Purchase of furniture or equipment for 
existing primary schools” (World Bank, 2013, p.22). Communities that do not have existing 
schools would be excluded from this type of funding, and consequently communities with the 
advantage of having such institutions would receive further assistance – and thus, inequitable 
conditions are created and perpetuated. Furthermore, perhaps a community’s greatest needs in its 
school relate to the quality of its teachers or other needs, rather than its physical structures. As a 
result, they may end up pursuing these types of funds simply because they are available, rather 
than because it addresses their most pressing needs.  
Institutionalization of Inequity. The illusion of empowerment creates an environment 
that is permissive of allowing neoliberal decentralization to become the status quo for NGOs and 
donors, and contributes to the long-term risk of institutionalizing inequity across the country, 
specifically in relation to socioeconomic factors. Communities that are able to network with 
international donors and NGOs, and able to meet or agree to the prerequisites, are more likely to 
be able to acquire the resources to initiate development programs in their locality. A 
decentralized structure does not allow necessarily equate to greater freedom in how to implement 
policies and allocate resources. Rather, it maintains requirements and limitations; this is 
evidenced, for example, through international development programs that assert their own 
definitions of decentralization, and create requirements and accountability measures for 
participation in their programs. Those that do not participate in the pre-determined structures, or 
do not find the means to become eligible for participation, are left out of access to resources, and 




framework is rendered void. Many of the founders of South Sudanese organizations that I 
interviewed had been educated abroad, had decently paying jobs compared to many citizens, 
were fluent in English, resided in urban areas, and had greater mobility compared to much of the 
population. These privileges are vital to being able to acquire the resources to engage in 
community self-determination. This was particularly evident when I visited a rural community 
that did not have any schools in its locality, and had very few citizens connected to the 
community that shared the privileges noted before – as a result, the community was struggling to 
figure out how to even go about starting an initiative of their own. The illusion of community 
and citizen empowerment in donor programs disguises the hierarchy of exclusivity and the 
centralization of power that are institutionalized, and further embeds foreign entities into the 
basic functions of the state at every level of governance. 
Furthermore, the system that is implemented assumes that the “local” or “community” is 
homogenous somehow, and therefore so are their needs and the knowledge that is created 
surrounding communities in South Sudan. Democratic practices, which should be inherently 
responsive, are then weakened by a decentralized system in which communities are treated with 
a blanket approach. It also punishes those who do not mold to the system that has been created, 
even if it does not adequately meet their needs or allow them to participate in governance to the 
greatest extent possible. Many of the sites that I visited for my dissertation had a significant 
presence of international NGOs in the area, or at least in driving distance. In contrast, during a 
separate research project I was able to travel to the town of Raja, located in the northern region 
of Western Bahr el-Ghazal, next to the border with Sudan. This town was distinctive from many 
other areas that I had visited in the country, as the presence of foreign NGOs was glaringly 




program sites, but they rarely spent the night there. The presence of Darfuri rebels to the north of 
the town, South Sudanese rebels to the south, and the bombings by Sudan to flush out rebels, 
made the area fairly insecure, with few routes of easy evacuation. The rainy season made some 
roads going north impassable, cutting off many citizens in the county for parts of the year. The 
town still hosts the remnants of NGO and donor facilities, such as the vacated UNMISS base on 
the outskirts of town that is still guarded, a run way with remnants of donors’ airplanes, and the 
Red Cross compound that on rare occasions hosts overnight visitors. Earlier in this chapter I 
described visiting a community in Western Equatoria which was receiving little developmental 
aid for its educational institutions. While UNICEF had provided school materials and other types 
of support at one point, this support had abruptly ended without communicating the reasons why 
to community members. This is indicative of development being instituted sporadically and 
selectively, which creates peripheries in terms of educational development and governance, and 
consequently creates inequitable conditions. 
While neoliberal decentralization is not necessarily a new practice, it is only beginning to 
gain more traction in academic literature. Some of the earliest case studies, such as Chile, 
illustrated that when neoliberal decentralization was instituted, the “state gave up its 
responsibility to address questions of inequity in terms of access to education and quality of 
educational services” (McGinn & Street, 1986, p.483). In South Sudan it is unclear who 
maintains responsibility today in practice for addressing the inequitable distribution of 
educational services. From a legal perspective, it could be argued that the Government of South 
Sudan is the one who holds this responsibility. However, if we were to track the distribution of 
resources in the country, it could be argued that international donors and NGOs could be held 




interview protocol, which alleges that inequity in education is caused by a lack of effort and 
commitment on the part of community members.  
Rights, Responsibilities and Resources. International aid programs are often set up in a 
way that they pressure South Sudanese communities into agreeing to programs that they know 
will not be effective, or the best use of their resources. This was acknowledged by both 
foreigners and South Sudanese citizens that I interviewed. As a result of this diffusion of 
responsibility, it becomes imperative to assess how rights, resources and responsibilities are 
attributed in South Sudan.  
The repercussion of institutionalizing inequity, under the guise of community 
empowerment, is that the responsibility for failures to thrive and develop are attributed to 
community members as opposed to those who control resources and possess the most power to 
make decisions. This means that not only are community members working to address gaps in 
government and NGO services, but when generic designs are imposed on communities they are 
forced to engage with programs that have been designed with little engagement. When these 
programs and rendered ineffective, the first interview protocol illustrated how it is community 
members that are attributed the responsibility for this, and described as being unwilling to invest 
in educational opportunities for their children. 
Ideally, a country that opts to institute a decentralized governance system would clearly 
articulate, through a comprehensive legal framework, how rights, responsibilities and resources 
are distributed. These three key attributes are dictated by the structure of a country’s legal 




stakeholders to be held accountable for respecting rights, fulfilling responsibilities, and 
distributing resources.  
In theory, the attributes would manifest as follows: 
 Essentially, a 
framework that clearly 
details the attribution of 
rights, responsibilities and 
resources to enable 
accountability is greatly 
lacking in South Sudan. The 
rights (attributed through 
legislation) entail what 
citizens are entitled to, the 
responsibilities (attributed through legislation and policy) outline who is responsible for which 
aspects of the provision of services, and resources (attributed through legislation, policies, the 
national budget and partnership agreements with donors) dictate where resources are sourced 
from and how they are distributed.  
A system that is fully implemented would address some of the governance weaknesses 
that currently exist in South Sudan, and also allow for the manifestation of a government and 
nation-state that exercises, protects and is responsive to community self-determination. This 
would also mean having the capacity and leverage to hold foreign stakeholders accountable. 

















interviewed predicted that “any sort of scenario where by…the government would be asserting 
its authority and putting massive over-sight on NGOs and UN activities, is going to piss some 
people off. It’s going to result in funding and activities being suspended at the most. And at the 
very least, definitely down-sized.” Currently, with the significant dependency on foreign aid, the 
majority of accountability and resources for educational development actually fall completely 
outside of the country’s legal system as illustrated below. This inherently weakens the system of 
governance in the country, from the community to the national level.  
As indicated in 
the diagram, placing 
the accountability and 
resource mechanisms 




fragments the whole 
system. Given how fragmented and uncoordinated educational development policies are in South 
Sudan (as previously illustrated in Appendix A), despite the United Nations’ cluster system, it is 
difficult to clearly identify which goals are served by the accountability mechanisms and 
resources in place on the part of international development organizations. Furthermore, with the 
creation of what is essentially a parallel and disconnected system of governance created by 







Figure 7. Factors that South Sudanese 
Stakeholders Control 





the means to effectively implement anything autonomously, the rights and responsibilities 
identified in South Sudan’s legal framework remain rhetorical rather than practical. 
This separation also changes who is held accountable, which is a critical distribution of 
power to observe. In a comprehensive system, effectively everyone would be subject to the laws 
and policies of South Sudan, both citizens and foreigners alike. However in the current reality, 
international entities maintain the power, through foreign aid, to hold accountable South 
Sudanese government institutions and officials as well as community members (as recipients of 
their services). This shift in power dynamics is solidified and perpetuated by the fact that the 
system in which international entities operate essentially is only constituted of the resources and 
accountability, both of which they control and are inter-connected. The separation means that 
they maintain much of the leverage in development partnerships. 
In being co-opted through neoliberal tendencies, the decentralized structure and approach 
to development also creates a system in which blame is diffused, as a result of the new placement 
of responsibility. Within a comprehensive legal framework, responsibility, and therefore blame 
when being held accountable, is often distributed across groups. However, with the imbalance of 
power, the participants of programs, largely community members but also frequently 
government officials at all levels, bear the burden of blame. This results in a form of alleged 
“decentralization” in which the power dynamics are in the favor of foreigners and the elite, 
depriving much of the population in South Sudan of power, agency, and access to the dividends 
of their rights. This is perpetuated and solidified in practice by the continued dependency on 
foreign aid, as well as the concentration of decision-making powers and national resources in the 




Educational Examples in South Sudan 
 World Bank Programming vs. Constituency Development Fund. Ideally, through 
service delivery “the principal objective…is for the government to prioritize and make certain of 
equitable distribution of available resources across sub-populations so as to attain efficiency and 
effectiveness in delivering social services for peace, stability, and prosperity” (Mayai, 2012, p.1). 
During the interim period, the Constituency Development Fund (CDF) was established in 2007 
by the National Legislative Assembly (NLA), and sought to provide Members of Parliament with 
funds to implement development projects at the local level. Specifically, it stated that “Projects 
under this Act shall be community based in order to ensure that the prospective benefits are 
available to a widespread cross-section of the inhabitants of a particular area (“The 
Constituencies Development Fund Act”, 2007, p.15). However, due to corruption as well as the 
lack of revenue to support the national budget, the funds for CDF have not been disbursed since 
2010. When I visited the NLA in 2015, a staff member from the committee provided me with an 
amendment to the original CDF bill. While it was still being discussed within the NLA at the 
time, the amendment does not appear to have been passed since then. As a result of this, in 
conjunction with other challenges in the country, development at the local level has become the 
responsibility of international donors and organizations, as well as the ingenuity of community 
members and their extended family members in the diaspora.  
Ribot (1999) discusses the danger of donors and INGOs framing decentralization in terms 
of service delivery projects, as opposed to a national approach to governance. This follows the 
same trend of how international stakeholders are effecting the way in which “community” is 
defined in South Sudan by making technical what has historically been political. This inhibits the 




decentralization, rather than integrating development projects into the national discourse. In 
South Sudan, the World Bank Local Governance and Service Delivery Project, which was 
created in agreement with the national government, is one illustration of how this is happening in 
the country. As a part of a grant program, the project establishes payam (district) committees that 
decide on the payam’s most pressing needs, which are then reported to the county level, and then 
communicated to the World Bank. This gives communities some determination in how to spend 
the grant, and also seeks to develop governance institutions at the local level. While funds are 
dispersed through the Ministry of Finance, this is largely the extent of the involvement of the 
national government in the project. During informal conversations with different World Bank 
employees I received different responses as to whether this project was a loan, grant, or a credit 
given to existing loans. Such projects are often instituted in response to rampant corruption that 
depletes donor funds given to national governments before they reach the local level.  
The approach that CDF is taking is by no means perfect – the susceptibility to corruption 
has already been illustrated, and it is not clear how communities are able to make their voices 
heard, as MPs maintain much of the power over the distribution of funds. However, reliance on 
alternative projects, such as that instituted by the World Bank, also becomes problematic – the 
implementation of the program is sporadic (many counties have been left out), and there are 
parameters that guide how the funds can be spent. Furthermore, the funds are limited, which 
means that not all of the voices and needs within the community will be met. Rather, those that 
hold the most leverage at the local level will be able to have their selections prioritized.  
While the National Ministry of Finance disperses the funds as a conduit for the World 




decision-making powers and resources do not originate from the national government, it is 
questionable if this could truly be considered a form of decentralization. 
 GESS. The Girls Education South Sudan (GESS) program is funded by the UK’s 
international aid branch. As one of the most comprehensive funding programs for education in 
South Sudan, it seeks to address many of the barriers that prevent female students from 
completing their education, and also seeks to improve the quality of education available. In 
addition to providing pocket money to students and grants to schools, the program also mandates 
that all schools create PTAs in order to be eligible for funds. PTAs in primary schools and 
School Management Committees in secondary schools are mandated by the General Education 
Act (“Capitation Grants”, 2016). Historically, such institutions in schools have emerged 
organically as a result of community organizing. Before GESS was created, many schools did 
not have such committees, or if they did, they may not have been very active. Providing a 
financial incentive to create PTAs, through the form of grants, means that they may not be 
created with genuine engagement and buy-in from community members. Consequently, many 
PTAs may exist on paper but not in practice. 
In the manner that PTAs are discussed now, they appear to be perceived as something 
that is created and managed by the government and international NGOs/donors, rather than 
autonomous institutions that have arisen from community mobilization. Although GESS 
provides a PTA guide and selective training, there has not been a parallel increase in trainings, 
workshops and support offered to such associations. This contemporary discourse does seem to 
be erasing the historical phenomenon that existed, and approaches the topic as a new institution 




foreign intermediaries did not bring up the topic of PTAs at all when asked to describe the role of 
communities in education. 
Legislation Guiding Teacher Conduct. At times there appears to be a lack of 
synchronicity between state and national legislation. A key example of this is legislation that 
addresses teacher conduct and punishes those that sexually abuse female students. The General 
Education Act of 2012 outlines how this behavior should be punished, and how girls can be 
protected. When I visited Western Equatoria a similar bill was being debated and on the verge of 
being passed in the state’s legislative assembly. It was supported by UNICEF and other 
intermediary groups. Similarly, a South Sudanese NGO worker recounted working with 
communities in Lakes State (with donor funding) to ensure a similar bill was passed there. In 
terms of the enforcement of such legislation, it is unclear whose authority would take precedence 
– that of the national or state government. At the moment, it appears that little is done to enforce 
such legislation at any level. 
Lifelong Learning. The imposition of global values and goals, which are then prioritized 
over local ones, is another key characteristic of neoliberalism. One of the notable themes in the 
Curriculum Framework was its emphasis on lifelong learning, despite the fact that it does not 
present a method for approaching and implementing this. Specifically, the document states, 
“Young people need to grow in confidence to face the challenges ahead of them, and they need 
to develop a love of learning so that they can become successful life-long learners and continue 
to operate effectively in a rapidly changing knowledge economy” (p. 4). The jargon of 
globalization in this document dictates that the desire to learn is valuable because of its (alleged) 
ability to ensure that citizens have a place in the global economy. What is ignored in this view, 




communities. Furthermore, education for adults outside of tertiary institutions has primarily 
emphasized basic education for women, veterans, pastoral communities, etc., who missed out on 
access to education due to (forced) migration patterns, gender barriers and conflict. Outside of 
these alternative education programs, there are few institutional mechanisms for adults to pursue 
lifelong educational opportunities that are both affordable and accessible. The changes referred 
to in these types of statements are the hyper-accelerated dynamics of globalization, and it is 
alluded to that citizens need to acquire the skills necessary to make themselves relevant in a 
changing economy, or lose their ability to participate in the global economy. This value that they 
can accumulate is what, according to the OECD, constitutes “human capital” defined as “the 
knowledge that individuals acquire during their life and use to produce goods, services or ideas 
in market or non-market situations” (Spring, 1998, p.169). The definitions and parameters of 
lifelong learning is usually based on a western context, using countries that share little in 
common with South Sudan. In the European Union, the rhetoric of lifelong learning “as a social 
investment” has sought to “reduce apprehension about constant social change and dislocation” 
(p.167). However, the type of dislocation and social change experienced in Europe is drastically 
different than in South Sudan, and thus, the solutions and social services developed to address 
these issues should be different too. It is unclear from the curriculum workshop I observed 
whether the inclusion of lifelong learning was instituted by the consultants hired to oversee the 
process, or from South Sudanese stakeholders that were present.  
In using global standards and measures for South Sudan’s economic growth, and thereby 
its education system, its ability to participate in the global economy is prioritized over its local 
and national needs and rights. This is largely imposed through structural adjustment programs, 




burden is placed on citizens to ensure that this happens, as the document does not provide a path 
for the South Sudanese people to follow in pursuing such skills and opportunities. As the 
curriculum framework states, one of the key aims of the document is to promote “Successful life-
long learners who are: literate, numerate and keen to learn; Able to learn independently and with 
others; Proficient in key competencies; Committed to life-long learning” (p.5). This diffusion of 
responsibility to citizens, without the necessary supporting resources and increased decision-
making powers, is a key characteristic of neoliberal decentralization. The language used here 
gives us the illusion of empowerment and autonomy, when in reality opportunities to learn that 
align with the lifelong learning model are few. 
Within these global standards, there is no room for diversity at the community level in 
terms of educational needs and skills. Thereby, focusing on global demands means also being 
confronted with the burden of having local and national needs that go unmet. While globalization 
(capitalist) discourse tries to convince us that investing in the global economy will lead to a 
trickle down form of economics, in which growth and development will occur in every location 
that participates, history shows us with concrete examples that this is not true. In fact, we have 
been shown repeatedly that inequities between countries, as well as within countries, are 
increased. The most impacted and exploited by such practices are low-income citizens of 
countries like South Sudan, which have the least leverage on a global scale.  
Conclusion 
In South Sudan, promises of decentralization, essentially facilitated by giving major 
ethnic groups their own state, create geographic structures and restrictions for communities 
without empowering them and providing adequate resources at the same time. As a result, 




may not be represented within the governance structure that was created at the advent of 
independence in 2011, they continue to exercise, demand, and create agency within their 
communities, regardless of national level politics and demands. This was evident through the 
civil wars, and remains evident today as illustrated through the examples presented in the 
previous section. Consequently, it appears as if there are two separate discourses of governance 
that occur in South Sudan, at the community and national levels, which are not integrated.  In 
this sense, despite the promises of democratic mechanisms by the donors and the national elite in 
power, governance practices remain largely unresponsive to the citizens it represents and acts in 
the service of at the community level.  
Delving into neoliberal decentralization in a South Sudanese context allows us to better 
capture what is actually happening in the country, and also creates new frames of reference to 
analyze the role of foreign aid. Because NGOs produce so much of the research that is created 
surrounding South Sudan, there is no systematic accountability mechanism or approach to 
critiquing their operations in the country; the contradiction between the altruistic public rhetoric 
that NGOs purport, and the lived realities which communities experience, goes unchecked. 
Furthermore, in acknowledging that neoliberal decentralization is being instituted in South Sudan 
by NGOs and donors, we can begin to challenge prejudiced notions of dependency and 
ignorance. A private contractor that I interviewed emphatically stated that, “I think that even 
development is conceptualizing South Sudan based on a concept of inherent racism, that the 
people don’t know what they need…because this is the core premise that is the basis…for every 
development and aid program in the country…the value of engaging the community is 




other, genuine progress in meeting the needs of South Sudanese citizens will always be out of 
reach. 
Neoliberal decentralization struggles with the same fallacy as most models – it begins its 
analysis at the top, and institutions that impose such policies often do it without consulting those 
who will be receiving the services (Puiggros, 1996). In the concluding chapter we return to 
community self-determination, and establish a framework that allows us to consider threats, such 
as neoliberal decentralization, while also creating a mechanism for praxis that institutionalizes 
the agency and self-determination of communities. Thus, communities are returned to the center 






Chapter 6: Community Self-Determination Framework 
 
“I think that some of the great things that the communities have done, just aren’t 
advertised enough...Community-based initiatives just have a PR problem, because 
I guarantee you…You can devise a marketing strategy that clearly demonstrates, 
like, US government has given $20 million to accomplish fuck all, and…these 
guys did this for a hundred bucks. And there is not a single person, in any western 
country, that’s going to support their donor governments continuing aid as the 
status quo once they see that.” 
  As I finished my interview with Dolly at Skills for South Sudan, she candidly asked: 
“What can you do for South Sudan?” At the time I fumbled through a response, but Dolly’s 
question has stayed with me since that interview. When I returned to the U.S. I raised this 
question with one of my committee members, and she pointed out that it was important to be 
thoughtful and considerate about how to do this, rather than hastily acting just to alleviate a sense 
of guilt and obligation.  
While this is still an ongoing question that I grapple with, one of the ways that I have 
chosen to contribute is by establishing the Community Self-Determination Framework - after all 
it would be hypocritical to consistently argue that better tools and frameworks are needed to 
conduct research on community self-determination, without trying to contribute the lessons that I 
had learned to the discourse. It is not enough to simply point out the problems in the way that 
education is being implemented in South Sudan – we have to work towards finding genuine and 
realistic solutions too. In this regard, I attempt to help communities with their “PR problem”, and 
ensure that acts of community self-determination are inserted into the public discourse. 
I begin by returning to Subaltern Studies to establish how this framework influenced 
fieldwork and data analysis. I then present the key characteristics of a Community Self-




guide their work. This framework should be treated with the same approach that Subaltern 
Studies advocates for; it is meant to be flexible, responsive, and adapt to new knowledge that 
emerges. Most importantly, it places communities at the center of analysis.  
Returning to Subaltern Studies 
In Chapter Three, I established the framework that guided the design of this study, and 
justified my decision by tracing the trajectory that Subaltern scholars followed from previous 
frameworks to establish this new field of study. Here, I briefly return to the framework, and 
relate the ways in which it manifested throughout this study, both during and after fieldwork.  
Subaltern Identity. Subaltern Studies challenges us to reflect on how we anticipate the 
subaltern appear in our research – more specifically, how their identities and agency appear. 
Perhaps the most significant lesson that my fieldwork revealed, is that with each step we take 
towards establishing a rigid definition that can be standardized, the further we move from 
recognizing the complexity and fluidity of the subaltern. The community members of South 
Sudan that I interviewed described themselves using several characteristics that are not static. 
Rather, the factors identified such as locality of habitation, language, livelihood, culture, etc., are 
all dynamic. This contrasts with the international aid workers in the country that I interviewed, 
who sought to organize communities in line with service delivery groups. It also inherently 
renders attempts to organize and capture the subaltern identity elusive. 
Documenting Community Self-Determination. The attempt to document subaltern 
agency, in the form of community self-determination, was a second way in which Subaltern 
Studies engaged with this study. Spivak (1988) noted that the subaltern’s agency, and the manner 
in which they “speak”, is often muted through how we approach research. As a result, I sought to 




had been historically silenced in research, as NGO literature had, for the most part, ignored the 
contributions and self-determination of the communities they worked with. I documented 
community self-determination within South Sudan’s education system in three ways. First, I 
analyzed archival documents to revisit instances of community self-determination previously 
labeled as deviant. Secondly, during I used Interview Protocol #1 to ask all stakeholders what 
role communities played in South Sudan presently, historically, as well as what role they thought 
communities should play in the future. Lastly, I developed a second interview protocol to target 
organizations that were founded and staffed by South Sudanese citizens, which aimed in some 
form or another, to address the educational needs of the country’s communities.  
Subaltern Consciousness. I began this study with the deliberate intention of 
understanding the agency/self-determination of South Sudanese communities. However, the 
topic of subaltern consciousness, closely tied to self-determination, was an emergent finding that 
led me to revise parts of my earlier chapters. It became important to not just document what the 
subaltern were doing, but also how they actively and thoughtfully engaging with the needs of 
their communities and their own ability to address them. Fieldwork illustrated that these acts of 
self-determination at the community level were not necessarily in resistance or rebellion to larger 
systems of oppression; rather, the ways in which South Sudanese communities mobilized to 
provide for their children were deliberate and reflective acts of self-determination. Because of 
the discriminatory stereotypes that the South Sudanese people are grappling with, in which their 
value of education and their ability to act in the best interest of their children are being 





Addressing the Limitations of Post-Colonial Theory. In Chapter Three I note two 
specific limitations of post-colonial theory that Subaltern Studies challenges through its 
framework: expanding beyond traditional binaries to incorporate the fluidity and complexity of 
identities, as well as moving beyond subordination to include agency in narratives. My 
engagement with interview participants was the primary way in which the parameters of these 
binaries was shattered. To this day, I still do not have absolute categories in which to divide my 
participants, although ultimately I attributed each of them with a label depending on which 
capacity they spoke to me in. It was clear from the way in which many of the South Sudanese 
citizens I interviewed shared their life experiences that they not only hold positions of leadership, 
whether at the local, intermediary or national level, but they also draw their experiential 
knowledge with communities and views of the country’s education system from the local 
communities that they were raised in, or currently inhabited. The difficulty in finding women to 
interview, at all levels of governance, also highlighted the inequities that exist amongst the 
subaltern of South Sudan. Thus, to group the subaltern under a homogenous label, and to treat 
them as one solidified entity during analysis, would be faulty. By dedicating a separate section to 
community self-determination, I hoped to introduce the subaltern as individual citizens that 
constitute communities, at times belong to the elite, and that each have their own trajectory to 
exercising self-determination. In future work I hope to deconstruct the subaltern further to 
highlight the diversity and complexity alluded to in this project. 
Subaltern Studies also provided the space in which my theory and fieldwork were in 
constant conversation, rather than unfolding on a linear path. In Chapter Three, I highlight 
Christine Sylvester’s assertion that development studies and post-colonial theory are 




engaging with the philosophy of praxis. The theory I outline in the beginning of this project did 
not just guide the practical implementation of my study, but it also helped me to interpret the 
practice that I observed while in the field.  
Community at the Center. The documentation and discussion of neoliberal 
decentralization was a finding that I did not anticipate in this study, and instead emerged 
organically by piecing together my readings of the public discourse, my interviews, and the 
observations I conducted in South Sudan. By placing the community at the center of analysis, 
and analyzing power dynamics and self-determination from the center outwards, I was able to 
decipher the discrepancy between what NGOs and donors were purporting to achieve through 
their community empowerment programs, and what was occurring in reality. This is particularly 
important in an era when the language of social justice is becoming commercialized and coopted 
to add a sense of legitimacy to the activities of entities that purport to have the best interests of 
communities at heart, yet essentially seek to serve their own existence. In part two of the results, 
I indicate that the role of international aid entities in South Sudan fundamentally challenges the 
political and social fabric of South Sudan. While the international aid workers, and the programs 
they implement, are often seen as external stakeholders, the prevalence of NGOs in South 
Sudan’s social services is effecting the way in which governance actors are organized, thus 
rendering the need to re-think models such as neoliberalism to include all stakeholders.  
The centering of communities also provided me with the legitimacy and grounds to 
question the dismissal of communities and their acts of self-determination that arose not only in 
the literature and interviews, but also in the many informal conversations that I had with 
influential stakeholders in South Sudan. By challenging traditional top-down approaches to 




be altruistic can be called into question by prioritizing the voices of those identified as the 
beneficiaries of these programs.  
Flexible and Responsive Methods. One of the more technical ways in which Subaltern 
Studies influenced this project was that it provided me with the freedom to adapt my 
methodology as I learned lessons in the field. Specifically, this meant integrating two additional 
methods of data collection that I only became aware I needed after I had arrived in South Sudan 
for the first time. Rather than seeing this as a fault in the research design, I was able to view this 
as my responsibility as a researcher to be responsive to the new knowledge that I encountered in 
the field. In another instance, one of the interview participants at the national level of 
government outright rejected the way in which I had organized my three participant groups. He 
stated that this was not how he conceptualized these identities in South Sudan, as he himself 
identified with more than one group. If a quantitative approach had been used for this study, this 
response may have been dismissed altogether as an anomaly. With with pre-existing themes and 
codes for data analysis, the response would have similarly identified a flaw in my research 
design that would need to be explained away. In framing this study with Subaltern Studies, 
however, this encounter instead added to the richness of the data, and prompted a key response to 
one of research questions. By having the space to doubt my original understanding of 
community, and being open to this concept evolving in response to fieldwork findings, I can also 
now contribute this discussion of “community” to the larger body of literature on South Sudan, 
and encourage others to acknowledge that it warrants further exploration, and to be treated as a 
concept in flux. 
Research Positionality. On a personal note, this framework has provided me with a 




Guha (1982) and Mamdani (2012) that I cite in this project articulate the need to reflect and 
present discussions that acknowledge limitations when they arise. However, we do not always 
have a resolution to the concerns that arise, particularly as an outsider conducting research. For 
example, early on I discuss the limitations of my linguistic abilities, and the reliance I had on 
translators to interpret what my participants were sharing with me. These strategies that we are 
taught to use from a methodological standpoint are not necessarily absolute solutions for the 
limitations, even though it is often presented in this way to graduate students who are training in 
qualitative methodologies to work with “marginalized” groups. Instead, to draw from Mamdani’s 
(2012) work, the “way out of the problem is to be conscious of the categories, conceptions, and 
assumptions…to be conscious of the problem” (p.91). In this regard, the burden of learning and 
consciousness is shifted from the subject of the study to the researcher instead.  
Philosophy of Praxis. To conclude this dissertation, I embody Subaltern Studies’ 
advocacy for the philosophy of praxis, and present the Community Self-Determination 
Framework. This new framework seeks to address the issue discussed earlier by Sylvester, in 
which post-colonial theories do not engage with development studies, and thereby fails the 
subaltern. The framework being proposed below provides practitioners and researchers with a 
tool to recognize and support community self-determination in South Sudan. While it does not 
necessarily provide all of the answers and solutions to alleviating the uncomfortableness and 
uncertainties that arise from exploring unchartered areas of research, it does provide us with a 
framework in which to recognize and incorporate the self-determination of communities into our 
work, thereby pushing the boundaries of our ideologies and practice to be more responsive and 




Grounded Approach to Legislation, Policy, Programs and Research 
In using a grounded approach to determining which programs, policies, programs and 
research projects are created, such initiatives will become based on emergent needs rather than 
pre-determining what should be implemented in any given community. Additionally, by drawing 
from a wider body of knowledge, this will also allow for a holistic approach to educational 
frameworks that is considerate of the different spheres of citizens’ lives, rather than the single 
need that any given organization is trying to address.  
In doing so, this provides a form of checks and balances for the assumptions that 
outsiders to a community bring to their work. This includes establishing how concepts and 
practices are locally defined – this point was illustrated in this study by the varying definitions of 
community that emerged from different stakeholders. Given the high number of international 
donors and NGOs involved in South Sudan’s education sector, it becomes imperative to 
implement grounded approaches that seek to protect communities from the imposition of ideas 
and practices that are not in their best interest. The needs of citizens should take precedent over a 
sense of efficiency in using resources.  
As a South Sudanese NGO staff member pointed out, donors and NGOs often put out 
calls for South Sudanese organizations to implement their projects, but there is little room for 
these same organizations to articulate the needs of communities to donors. This disconnect 
threatens the autonomy of South Sudanese organizations who end up in patronizing relationships 
with donors, and are often unable to pay their staff and cover their operational costs without 
being sub-contracted by international stakeholders.  
By implementing a grounded approach to determining the goals and scope of programs, 





Needs assessments are an incredibly useful tool when used correctly. They allow 
program designers to ensure that they are effectively and accurately meeting the needs of citizens 
that are on the receiving end of their services, and also provide community members a voice in 
the process. NGOs and donors in South Sudan conduct needs assessments, although they are 
usually conducted rapidly in emergency settings to assess humanitarian needs. The data that is 
collected is often descriptive rather than experiential. As a private contractor pointed out, this 
means that what is described as a “needs assessment” in South Sudan is usually in fact baseline 
assessments – and the assessment is only conducted to determine the extent and scope of pre-
determined services. She recounted that in her own observations of how NGOs operated, “It’s 
not a needs assessment in, in that sort of more, broad open-minded conceptualization. It’s a 
baseline assessment, they already know what they want to do. They want to justify, legitimize 
it.” 
To counter this trend in South Sudan, this framework proposes a genuine implementation 
of needs assessments, to be conducted in a participatory manner, that allows communities to lead 
communal discussions in which they democratically determine their most pressing needs. In 
adopting this approach, it also allows researchers and service providers to learn more about the 
nature of needs, rather than just the extent to which they exist. This contextual and experiential 
information helps to determine the most relevant and effective manner in which to provide 
resources. 
The results of this study indicate that many South Sudanese organizations seek to address 
multiple needs through their initiatives, because the needs of their communities are so pressing 




to provide additional programs and services that may not be traditionally addressed by the 
relevant institution – for example, many schools provide feeding programs, boreholes and 
meeting spaces for the local community.  
Responsiveness to New Knowledge and Changing Needs 
In any context it is important to be responsive to changes in needs, and to be able to 
incorporate new knowledge as it is discovered. In order to do this, there has to be a manner of 
collecting new data in the first place. In this regard, regular needs assessments and follow-up 
meetings with communities is integral to ensuring responsiveness.  
Additionally, social structures and dynamics are constantly changing in South Sudan, in 
response to factors such as development and displacement. While development often requires 
extensive planning, conflict is far less predictable in scope and impact. This means that service 
providers need to have flexibility as an institutional practice in order to accommodate for 
unanticipated changes. 
Multiple founders of South Sudanese organizations noted how they are responsive to the 
needs of their communities. As they recounted the stories behind their organizations, they 
described having to adjust their eligibility requirements based on the dynamics of the citizens 
that they were working with. A number of them noted that previous academic qualifications was 
not indicative of how women would perform in their programs. In other instances, schools that 
sought to cater exclusively to girls decided to relax their admissions policy in order to 
accommodate for the pressing needs of the local community.  
Citizens as Researchers 
An integral part of establishing the Community Self-Determination framework for 




knowledge, especially when that knowledge concerns themselves. By providing citizens with the 
necessary tools and skills to be researchers, they are able to integrate this into their acts of 
community self-determination. In turn, this means rather than being told by researchers, ‘this is 
who you are,’ they are able to tell educational stakeholders, ‘this is who we are.’ 
One way to do this is through the institutionalization of participatory needs assessments. 
In addition to this, providing citizens with the skills to conduct research and monitoring and 
evaluation within the organizations that they create is critical. They are then able to document the 
progress they are making in meeting their goals, identify and document best practices that allow 
their organizations to thrive, and have the literature needed to share their contributions with 
others.  
In Brazil, citizen schools have instituted a model in which teachers become researchers 
by experimenting with different pedagogical approaches in their classrooms (Gandin, 2006). 
From this view, classrooms become laboratories, and ideas for implementation emerge from the 
same sites in which they will be instituted. This ensures that they are both relevant to the 
community, and also effective in their goals. Using such approaches, and supporting citizens in 
becoming researchers, would challenge the current trend of importing best practices from 
countries that have little in common with South Sudan.  
Open Access Databases of Best Practices in Programming 
Despite efforts to coordinate the efforts of development programs across the country, 
much of the development that occurs at the community level is sporadic, fragmented and 
inequitable. Additionally, practices are often imported from other countries, and NGOs adopt 
global approaches that are not tailored to the context of South Sudan. By building a database of 




stakeholders will have a body of knowledge to draw upon that informs their own and provides 
paths to supporting successful strategies that already exist in South Sudan. 
Making this database open access and public is critical. At the moment, much of the 
research conducted by NGOs and donors remains private and is only distributed internally. This 
is problematic as South Sudanese citizens do not have access to the research that is conducted on 
their communities and lives. It also prevents them from accessing the necessary documents and 
information that would allow them to hold these stakeholders accountable. 
A Timeline for International Stakeholders 
If international donors and NGOs are sincere in their desire to see South Sudanese 
communities become independent, they have to adopt the intention of working themselves out of 
a job. Rather than planning for longevity and institutionalizing their presence in the country, this 
means making a more concerted effort to train South Sudanese citizens to take over their jobs. 
One of the sources of tension surrounding the presence of aid workers is that they occupy 
professions that can and should be filled by South Sudanese nationals. While the government has 
tried to institute legislation that dissuades NGOs from relying on international staff, such laws 
are rarely enforced due to backlash from NGOs. Ibba Girls Boarding School is an example of 
how this can be done in such a way that allows organizations to thrive – with a timeline in mind 
of when international funding will be slowly withdrawn, the school has made a concerted effort 
to gain the support of stakeholders within the community to ensure that it is able to continue 
operating in the future.  
Reversing the Flow of Consciousness 
Lastly, in returning to my discussion of Subaltern Studies in Chapter Three, I propose 
here a radical re-thinking of consciousness and the role that it holds in knowledge production. 




those below, often through economic advancement (or at least this is what is purported through 
Marxist frameworks).  
In the context of community self-determination and Subaltern Studies however, this 
ideology no longer holds. In fact, when it comes to being able to acknowledge, document, and 
recognize acts of self-determination at the community level, it is community members that 
possess the “consciousness” in this regard. By viewing consciousness relatively, we are able to 
re-orient the subaltern/communities to the center of knowledge and analysis. 
The data collected in this study illustrates that citizens that have created their own 
organizations and institutions in South Sudan have found creative ways to meet their 
community’s needs, and often in a manner that NGOs and donors are too disconnected to be 
aware of. In this regard, they are the ones that embody consciousness when it comes to the act of 
community self-determination, and are thus the ones to be teaching this knowledge to us.  
What I came to realize throughout the course of writing my dissertation is that much of 
what I have explored in this dissertation is not “new knowledge”; rather, research is an act of 
documentation and discovery. The communities of South Sudan already know the truth; it is us, 
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